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Chapter |

CONFERENCE

THE PLANET RECEDED to a snall, blue-green sphere, the lesser of its two
satellites beginning to pass across the retreating face of its primary, a
pearly tear in the north-east hem sphere. The filmended with such abruptness
that there was a pause before the viewers reacted with the customary
t hroat-cl earing and chair-shuffling.

The First Speaker notioned for silence and bowed courteously toward the
Seni or Scout whose inner apprehension defied his attenpts to suppress it.

"Thank you, Senior Scout, for such an effective visual presentation,”
the First Speaker began blandly. "The planet is, as you have reported, a
pastoral jewel."

"Exactly!" And the Third Speaker rose to his feet, turning slightly to
First but not waiting for perm ssion to address the group. "Exactly. A
pastoral jewel and utterly useless since its nmineral and netal deposits are
too negligible to warrant the high cost of extraction. We'd do nuch better
wor ki ng on that turbulent vol canic planet in Sector -- " he glanced at his
notes, "9A-23. It's far nore inmportant for us to increase our stores of the
rare el ements so abundant there than to ness around with pastoral jewels."

The Seni or Scout and the Chief of Extraterritorial Explorations
exchanged qui ck, concerned gl ances, but when the Chief |eaned forward to their
sponsor, the Second Speaker, he received a barely perceptible nod of
reassurance.

"l believe Fourth has information relevant to 9A-23 and its
exploitation," First suggested.

The Fourth Speaker rose, shrugging his robe into place over his
shoul der.

"There is, unfortunately, no possibility of opening 9A-23 to an
exploitation venture." He gave a wy grimace. "There have been no applicants
for the courses required to train personnel for the conplicated mning
procedures necessary to such a closed unit project.”

"I find that hard to believe,"” Third nuttered indignantly.

Fourth swiveled slightly toward Third, his attitude nmldly rebuking him
for his aside.

"In fact, there have been very few applications for any training courses
in recent years except..."

"We'll go into your report in detail in a few mnutes, Fourth," the
First Speaker broke in snoothly. "However, Fourth nmerely underscores one of
the many reasons why we are here to consider the opening of that |ovely
pastoral planet to col onization."

"Col oni zati on?" Third expl oded.

"Exactly. And i mediately."

"I fail to see how opening that usel ess planet to col onization can help
us get trained personnel to man a mning operation on 9A-23."



"Wth your kind perm ssion?" said First, his irony so uncharacteristic
that Third subsided instantly, |ooking chagrined. "This |ovely place,
graciously endowed with clean, fresh air, land, water, |akes, streans, fields,
nmount ai ns, deserts, abounding with all manner of wild Iife, yet none sentient
enough to violate our Prinme Rule, vast stretches of uninhabited space -- " and
he caught the involuntary shudder that seized the Third Speaker. "A planet so
cl ose to what our hone world once was as to be its twin is perfect as a
retrai ning ground."”

Undaunt ed, the Third Speaker rose to his feet, his eyes round, his
vi sage reflecting distaste and concern

"Good sir, a hundred years ago the Ruar System proposal was
overwhel mngly rejected by 87% of the voting adults. You cannot be proposing
to revive that old wheeze about a return to the sinple, pure, prinitive life.
Why, who'd put up with such deprivations?"

The Senior Scout wondered if he could control hinself.

"A hundred years ago," the First Speaker answered gently, "our suicide
rate among young adults was not what it is today, nor had the | ast ngjor
continental nmass of our fourth planet been dormitized, destroying the
remai ni ng natural |and; the sea harvests were still adequate for our
popul ati on's basic subsistence diet. Today we are faced with so grave a crisis
that | fear for the future of the race itself. In our search for freedomfrom
want and to renmedy the inequalities of opportunity by the suppression of
physi cal competition on all levels, we have literally destroyed initiative,
anbition and vitality. The once vigorous hunter has become the enervated
observer.

"Fourth Speaker will shortly give us his report but let me repeat the
nost distressing statistic: in the generation now approaching maturity, only
one hal f of one percent have indicated interest -- oh, nothing as decisive or
bi nding as actually applying; just an interest -- in training for technical or
adm ni strative careers. | need not tell you that this falls disastrously bel ow
even the mnimumrequirements for the replacenent of essential personnel

"W have become a people so passive, so pacifist, so detached and
unemotionally involved that even the effort to propagate our species has
beconme too great."

The Fifth Speaker for Public Health and Medi ci ne nodded gravely, his
fingernails unconsciously tapping on his own distressing report.

"The Conputers predict that, unless we imediately -- " and First paused
to i npress on each of the Seven Speakers the gravity of his pronouncenent,

"inmredi ately begin to reverse this effect, our civilization will coll apse of
its own dead weight within three generations. "Therefore," and the First
Speaker rose to his feet, "I, as First Speaker, have already chosen famly

units to settle on this lovely new world, to begin an intensive re-education
stressing those racial characteristics which allowed our ancestors to conquer

space and..."
"To hunt and kill?" breathed the Third Speaker in a horrified whisper
"To hunt, yes. And to kill, yes, for food," the First Speaker agreed in

a gentle, reasonable tone, "with as prinitive a weapon as is effective. There
are no sentients on this planet, Third Speaker, no creatures of any great
intelligence or sensitivity. It is, as you saw fromthe filnms, ecologically

bal anced on the kill-or-be-killed natural order. Yet, even if we were forced
now -- on some other planet -- to consider the destiny of another rising
species, | trust that we have come far enough al ong evolution's scale by now

to remenber the terrible | essons of past errors and to profit by them
I ndeed," and his smle was grim "we have al nost cone too far along that scale
for the perpetuation of our own race. Therefore, as the truly rationa
intelligent beings we profess to be, let us discuss this necessity from al
angles. | cannot, of course, presune to override anyone's honest beliefs and
principles. Fifth Speaker, you have commrents relevant to this crisis do you
not ?"

Wth a haste inconsonant with the dignity of his office and his years,



the Fifth Speaker rose and, in a voice hoarse with distress, gave his
devastating report. He did not try to gloss over the frightening rise of
sui ci de deaths, including the irrational waves of mass, masochistic

sel f-destruction; a crushing apathy in sone strata bal anced by insensate
violence in others, the decreasing birth rate in the higher intelligence
percentiles; a disproportionate increase of mental retardation in the | ower
brackets; an overall picture of racial decay and indifference.

The Fourth Speaker was asked to report nore fully on Education. The good
gent | eman gl anced down at his thick report for a monment, then let it fall from
his hands to the table.

"The statistics are here. First Speaker has al ready acquainted you with
the essential one: one half of one percent of the maturing generation
indicates -- not applied for, has indicated only -- interest in further
training. Wien there is no incentive to | earn anything, why bother? Wth the
performance records presently in hand in elenentary levels, there is really no
point in nmy speaking at all. Soon there will be no teachers left to teach
t hose who do not wish to | earn anyhow. "

He shrugged and sat down, his chin sinking to his chest in an attitude
of di sconsol ate defeat.

The Si xth Speaker stood, clearing his throat, trying to dispel the gl oom
cast by the Fourth.

Hal fway through his own report on production and manufacturing he, too,
stopped and his report slapped quietly back to the table.

"There's no point in my going on either. Perhaps |I'mfortunate in that
nost of ny departnment's operations are automatic, so personnel training is not
presently a problem It will be. And soon."

The Third Speaker glared around at his peers, unable to catch anyone's
eye, until he reached the Second Speaker

"And | suppose that you, too, are going to hang your head with stil
nor e di sgraceful nouthings of inefficiency and indifference."

"On the contrary," Second replied, |looking first to his left for the
Prinme Speaker's permission. "My Departnent attracts trainees constantly. O
course, we have to reject many of them due to physical unfitness. Ohers are
di sappoi nt ed because, unfortunately, the appropriation for Exploration and
Defense falls woefully behind its needs. Consequently, we get the best of our
vital young men and wonen. If Sixth is agreeable, | believe | can put it to
the Corps to volunteer to man the mning col ony proposed for 9A-23, until such
time as other personnel can be found and trained."

There was sonet hi ng about the way Second nade his hel pful proposal that
irritated Third far nore than First's rejection of the 9A-23 priority over the
pastoral planet. The reports, so devastatingly pessimstic, must be
exaggerations of actual fact. Mreover, the whole thing smacked of collusion
He intended to check the print-outs in the Conputer. However, before he had a
chance to gather his argunents, the First Speaker was taking a vote on
col oni zing his pet project. The Third Speaker naturally felt obliged to
abstain fromvoting and was then forced to suppress his horrified indignation
when the other six Speakers voted in its favor

The First Speaker wasted no further tine but turned the neeting over to
the Chief of Extraterritorial Explorations.

The Chief rose, feeling a respect bordering on admiration for the Prine
Speaker's masterly handling of a tricky nmeeting. The Chief bowed to him
catching no hint in the benign eyes that the re-educati on program which the
Chi ef was about to outline had, in actual fact, been initiated twenty years
ago.

Chapter 1I1

ESCAPE

| T REQUI RED EVERY ounce of self-control Ken Reeve had devel oped over the
frustrating years of his adulthood to keep from shouting, singing, jumnping or
conmitting a nunber of other social solecisns.



As it was, he received stern, remanding | ooks fromthe other passengers
in the express lift for the wide smle he couldn't repress.

He did make an effort to conpose his face, to nbderate his breathing to
t he proper shall owness, but the mere know edge that in the very near future he
woul d have a whole new world to breathe in made it difficult for himto
conform

Nevert hel ess, because he couldn't risk an official sumons which m ght
delay his triunphant return to Patricia, he did hunch his shoul ders forward,
tucked his el bows tight to his straining rib cage, sucked in his guts and
pressed his knees together in the proscribed stance socially acceptable in an
el evat or.

It was still inpossible to limt his exultation, which he was evidently
broadcasting, judging by the constant surreptitious |ooks he received as the
cage plumeted down to the dormtory |evels.

Never before had Ken been so aware of the weight, warnmh and aroma of
humanity, or of the crowded life that had seened i nescapabl e; from which he
was actually going to escape. As never before, he was conscious of the odor of
a confined crowd: a conposite of inefficient nmultiscented perspirant
i nhibitors, breath cleansers, digestive neutralizers, the acrid overtones of
body-war ned i norgani c fabrics, the hot-netal s-ol d-paint stink, and, over all
the air-conditioner's deodorizer, which had never been successful

Stale air breathed by stale people into stale lungs to prolong stale
l[ives in a stagnant society!

The hydraulics were faulty again, Ken noticed, for the el evator stopped
with a sickening jolt. There had been a newscast recently, urging young adults
to apply for a career in maintenance. Not even the failure of two high-speed
freight elevators had stinulated any response to the call, though there had
been wi de nuttering about the lack of public spirit in the upcom ng
generation. No one in his packed cage appeared to notice the jerking stop, but
t hen, Ken thought as he felt the pressure of soft flesh against him we're so
tightly jamred in, no one could get hurt in a free-fall.

The wi de doors slid reluctantly open. Ken mastered the incredible urge
to stride recklessly through the socially acceptable shuffle of the
di senbar ki ng. Heads shoul ders bobbed forward around him The hair on his shins
stood out in radar-like sensitivity to the constant proximty of other |egs.
He gritted his teeth, wanting to race down the wal k-belt of the 235th Hall
but he doggedly matched his step with the other hundreds in that rippling sea
of bodi es. The creepi ng pace was endurable if he thought of the fields and
hills he would soon be able to stride over. Did anyone -- any one of his
presently close fellow travelers -- know what a 'field was? A 'hill'? He'd
wager they'd never even applied for a day at their |local Square Ml e.

But the wager he'd nade after he had seen a Square M|l e had paid off.

He, his wife, Pat, the two kids, Ilsa and Todd, were going to | eave the |and
warrens of Earth for the naked soil and sky of Doona. Doona! The nane had a
talismanic ring: a fresh air ring, a real food ring, a | andscape ring -- a

freedom ri ng!

The 235th Hall had never seened so long to him nor the wal k-belt so
slow. It crawl ed past block after block until Ken felt every muscle tw tching
at the restraints he had to inpose on hinmself. But Proctors were everywhere in
the Hall, just waiting for a m sdenmeanor to break the nonotony of their
four-hour watch. Ken had heard it runored that Proctors received extra
calories for every conviction.

Wll if that were so, he snorted to hinself, innocently returning the
shocked gl ances cast in his direction as he turned guilt fromhinself with
practiced ease, their Aisle Proctor ought to be one helluva lot fatter than he
was.

Up ahead, he heard a nurnuring. He glanced over the barely bobbing
heads, |ucky enough to be taller than nost of the run of his generation. He
could hear a snuffling, the outraged nmunble, the slight flurry of noving
bodi es.



A case of flatulence, no doubt, he decided with an inward chuckle. That
of fense'd reduce a lot of calories for someone if the crimnal could be
i dentified.

Fortunately, before he reached the scene of the crinme, he got to his
Corridor turn.

"Turn, please," he murrmured in the properly distressed tone required of
a citizen inmposing on his fell ows.

Wth mechani cal pronptitude, the bodies directly to his right squeezed
ei t her backward or forward and pernmitted himspace enough to slip sideways to
t he edge of the nmoving wal k-belt and onto the stationary plastic floor.

"Corridor, please," he repeated endlessly as he sidled, a step at a
tinme, toward the 84th Corridor

Christ, but it would be great to walk out w thout having to consult the
schedul e for Pedestrian Traffic in Hall and Corridor Routes. He could have
been hone fromthe Codep Bl ock four hours ago. OF course, it had been great
neeting the rest of the Phase Il group. Their |eader and the metropol ogi st of
the group, Dr. Hu Shih, was quite a guy; soft-spoken but firm he seenmed to
know every frame of the Spacedep survey and the Alreldep reports. Hu Shih nust
have just got in under the age wire, too.

Ken spared a nmonment of wonder for the courage and tenacity of the many,
many Codep assi gnees who never had made it off-planet, or who had turned
overage before Spacedep rel eased even a resources planet to Codep. God, to
live a whole lifetime with nothing-nothing but a dreamthat woul d never be

realized! To put up with the inferior quarters all inactive Codepers were
gi ven, the subsistence allowance, the disrespect, the sneers and condescension
-- and then never get off-planet? Well, that had been one of the argunents of

his friends and fam |y when he'd applied: Codep nen died young -- suicides!

But not Ken Reeve. He and his were going. And the dreamthat had taken
fire the day he'd stood on the amazing soil of his Regional Square Mle, felt
grass, seen sky above him blue and linmtless, was going to be ful-filled.

I nadvertently Ken had | engthened his stride in the Corridor and trodden
on the heels of a citizen in front of him

"Your numnber?" the man rasped out indignantly.

"I"ll be off-world before you can bring it to Court,"” Ken replied in a
| oud, carefree voice. Suddenly he no | onger cared about earth-bound

conventi ons-not when he woul d soon have a whol e planet to conquer. |'m going
to Doona!"

I ndi gnation turned to shocked outrage.

"Off-world? He's mad!" "ldiot!" "Social deviant!" "Anarchist!" were sone

of the clearly projected whispers around him

"Your number!" the offended citizen demanded agai n.

"Sweat it, man," Ken advised himcrudely and hopped off the Corridor
ducki ng down the Aisle three up fromhis own. Let that proper citizen search
for himthere! And Ken didn't care that it would take himanother fifteen
mnutes -- even at the acceleration permitted in an Aisle -- to double back to
Ai sle 45

At a heel -t hunpi ng wal k, he passed two shuffling wonen, arml ocked,
faces nose-to-nose as they carried on a private nutter

They squeal ed thinly as he thudded past them but he had put too many
ot her pedestri ans between hinself and them before they could forma protest.

Fortuitously his own Aisle was sparsely occupied -- Todd had driven away
any resident who could wangle a transfer. He | engthened his stride, passing
others wi thout the customary obsequi ousness, ignoring the exclamations of
t hose who did recognize him Their conplaints, too, would not come up on the
docket before he left. And thank God, Pat and the kids would be transferred to
Co-dep' s Cubed Bl ock now that the whole fanmily was on active assignment.

Active assignnent! He chanted the alliteration |like a prayer. Maybe now
they rated additional acoustical shielding so that Pat woul dn't suffer so much
ostraci sm because of Todd's asocial traits. Active assignment aids additiona
acoustics, he expanded the litany, grinning foolishly.



As he threw open the door to their two roons, he heard Pat's startled
war ni ng. He managed to prevent the door handle fromjanmng into the thin back
t hreatened by his precipitate entrance.

"M. Reeve, it is easy to see where your son received his unsoci al
tendenci es,” a whini ng whi sper inforned him

Qui ckly closing the door behind him Ken stared down at the socially
correct, emaci ated skel eton that housed the petty spirited Proctor of their
Ai sl e Section

"A pleasant day to you," Ken replied with such jaunty good hunor that
Pat, who had obviously been taking a terrible tongue-lashing, stared at him
wi t h dawni ng hope.

"How can it be pl easant when a steady stream of tenants report
i nsupport abl e noi se enanating fromthese roons?" Proctor Edgar demanded.

"Ch, but it is the pleasantest of days. Now take your nosy intol erant
bi tchi ng el sewhere!"

"Ken!" Pat screamed in a well-trained sotto voce. Then the strain and
pal | or of her face were replaced by incredulous joy. "Active assignnent?"

"You bet!"
"M. Reeve. Mderate your voice this instant. Your fam |y has already
been reported nine tines this week for social misdeneanors. | amreluctant to

reduce your calorie allowance any further but | nust demand

"Demand away," Ken encouraged him beaning at Pat. "You have no
jurisdiction over us any nore. W're out of it. W're going to Doona!"

"Doona!" Pat stifled her elation but she could not suppress the relief
she felt, even in the presence of non-famly observers. "Ch, Ken, is it really
true?"

"True-true-true, Pat," and Ken, deliberately aggravating the outraged
Proctor, picked up his wife and kissed her lustily.

Reeve! " the Proctor's protest was barely audi ble over the smack of the
enbr ace.

"CGet out if you can't stand it," Ken advised. "Go invade someone el se's
privacy on the excuse of official business." He kept his hold on his wife with
one arm as he opened the door and shoved the Proctor back into the Aisle. At
the door's resoundi ng slam Pat came to her senses.

"Ken, you're mad. He'll, he'll -- " she floundered hel pl essly.

"He can't do a dammed thing to us, not ever again," Ken assured her
burying his face in Pat's silky hair and huggi ng her for the joy bursting
inside him "W're going. We're going to be free to run and yell and stride
and -- feell!"

Chapter 111
SURPRI SE

"WELL, GENTLEMEN," Hu Shi h announced as they finished breakfast that
nmorning, "the town is in good order, all winter danage is cleared away, fences
mended, fields plowed and sown, and our houses await our families. | believe
it is therefore safe to inaugurate those secondary projects we planned during
the I ong nonths of our winter."

When the cheering died, Ken Reeve pointed across the table at Sam
Gaynor. "C non, pal. Qur project is the other side of the river."

"Dam wal k- about nut," Gaynor grow ed with an anticipatory grin
spreadi ng across his face. "Renenber, you guys, every nan jack heard Ken bet
he could wal k me, nme! off ny feet."

"Anyone who wants to wal k after the winter we put in,
excl aimed, throwi ng up his hands in disgust, "is queer."

"It's spring, man, you don't need snowshoes," Ken countered, grabbing up
a handful of lunch rations.

"Spring! When a man's fancies should turn to nore than long tiring
wal ks, " Lee Law ence remarked sourly.

"Speaks the sociol ogi st?" Macy MKee taunted, for Lee was famed for his

Lee Lawr ence



i ngenuity in avoi di ng exercise.

"Wal king won't be so bad nowit's spring,” Vic Solinari put in. "And
next winter won't be so bad either, now we know what it's |like during w nter
on Doona," he added, thinking of the exigencies which he, as storemaster, had
had to practice over the incredible ten-nonth winter season

"Long and col d," Sam qui pped.

"But next winter," and Lee leered significantly, "we'll have our w ves
with us."”

Ezra Mbody, the doctor, groaned. "God, |'Il be busy next spring!"

"Who's going to let you wait till next spring?' Lee demanded, bringing
his chair down with a crash

"They'l|l be here any day now, " Ken sighed with a sudden harsh yearni ng.
"C nmon, Sam shake a leg!" he urged and started for the door

Their exit signalized an exodus fromthe ness hall in which they had

spent so nuch of their tine. In fact, by the tinme Ken and Sam were depositing
their gear in the small powered skiff at the river's edge, only Solinari was
left in the Conmon.

An hour |ater, when Ken and Samreturned at a dead run and in a kind of
i ncredul ous wath, they had to hang on the air whistle for five mnutes before
anyone ret urned.

"What'n' hell's the matter with you, Reeve?" demanded Lee Law ence, the
first to arrive

"W're not al one on Doona, Lee," Ken cried, waving the quick-prints at
the startled sociologist. "W're not al onel™

"You're round the bend, man!"

"No, he's not," growl ed Sam Gaynor, his face set in hard, bitter lines.
"There's a village across the river in that grove of porous wood trees, where
the river widens belowthe falls. A big village, full of furred, tailed cats
that wal k on their hind legs and carry knives."

Lee sat down slowy on the top step of the ness hall porch, staring at
t he phot ographs Samthrust in front of his face.

"If I didn't have these, I'd' ve sworn it was a mrage or something,'
went on. "Because, Almghty God, | couldn't believe nmy eyes."

"And there was no village in that clearing when we were there |ast fal
or last winter," Ken added, white beneath his tan

"It stinks!" Lawrence grated out. "Ch God, you didn't talk to 'enf? You
weren't seen?" he added, reverting to his professional self.

"Hell, no. | shot the camera and we sloped out of there,"’

Sam

Ken assured
hi m

"Ch God, what do we do now? Phase IV is already started,"” Law ence
gr oaned.

"One thing's sure,” Ken renminded himsourly, "they can't reach the ship
in warp drive to turn it back, and it's not scheduled to stop this side of
Doona. "

At that norment, Hu Shih, Ranmasan and Ben Adjei cane running across the
Conmmon and by the tine the others had reported in, Sam Ken and Lee had
some-what adjusted to the unsettling discovery. Hu Shih was already running
t hrough the tapes and filns of Phase | and Il for any references to the porous
wood forest in which the village so blatantly existed.

"There is absolutely no evidence of any habitation in that area on any
of these reports,” he said in a decisive tone, his face inscrutable. "Not a
house, not a roof, not a shingle in sight.” Hu Shih picked up one of Ken's
qui ck-prints, regarded it thoughtfully a nmoment before placing it carefully
besi de the inaccurate films.

"Well, the place is nowcrawming with cats,’
si | ence.

"I thought cats lived in caves," Eckerd, the other jack-of-all-trades,
remarked inanely, |ooking up fromhis elaborate doodle in spilled sugar

"That is not as odd," Dautrish, the botanist, added, "as the fact that
there is no other even faintly felinoid species on this planet. Strange that

Sam Gaynor said into the



only one would evolve and to such a dom nant position."

"Hmm a very interesting observation, Abe," Lee drawl ed. "Nevert hel ess,
it does not bear on the fact that our noble Spacedep has conmitted a grave
error."

"Error" cried Victor Solinari in nmock horror. The storemaster's voice
was edged with bitter sarcasm "Qur noble spacenmen fallible?"

"But how could the Phase Il scouts have mssed a village as big, as well
established as this one?" Gaynor demanded, jutting his chin out w th ursine
aggr essi veness.

"Tell you what," Law ence suggested, waggling a finger at Sam "I1'lI| bet
those Phase Il-ers experinented with that |ocal red berry and they thought the
pussycat people were just hallucinations! Last night | went upon a bat, and
saw a tawny six-foot..."

"This is no joke!" Gaynor snapped.

"Son," drawl ed Law ence, his nmockery gone, his voice rough, "iffen Ah
doan |l aff, Ah sure as hell stinks amgwanta cry!"

Sil ence gripped the el even men as each fought to control his enotions at
this crushing bl ow, this unexpected denouenent to years of training and hope.

The grotesque injustice of it all threatened to over-whel m Ken Reeve. He
t hrust back the childish desire to deny what his eyes had seen, to disregard
t he evidence of the pictures he hinmself had taken. He thought of the
incredible effort required of themthroughout the past ten nonths; physical
mental and enotional. Not nerely the hard work of building the colony's
headquarters and fam |y hones, of enduring the unfaniliar disconforts of a
long hard cold winter, but the psychol ogi cal upheavals of adjusting to
somet hi ng as fundanmental as open sky, broad fields -- everyone had experienced
some agor aphobi a -- organic foods which, no sweat, had had to be killed by nen
who had never before ended the life of an ant. However, once they'd run out of
their pre-packaged protein supplies, any reluctance had qui ckly di sappeared
wi th the onsl aught of hunger pangs. But such minor things as |learning to shout
to bridge distance, to run, even to be able to hike for mles at a tinme -- al
these new skills had had to be | earned in painful adjustments. The idea of
having to return to Earth and its stale, antiseptic shamlife was grossly

repellent.
"There nust be a m stake," Reeve heard hinsel f say.
"No, we're the m stake," Lawence replied bitterly. "If the cats are

here, we shouldn't be. Sinple as that. And at that, we have al ready broken the
gui ding principle of the Col onial Departnent.”

"Sweat the goddammed stinking principle,” Gaynor said obscenely. He
lurched to his feet and faced Hu Shih. "W're here. W've worked, we've bled,

we've -- sweated..."

"Centl enen," the colony |leader cut in sharply, rising to his feet. He
turned to Gaynor, waiting until the engi neer had subsided to his seat. "It
woul d be nice to believe that the evidence of these pictures is a mstake -- a
mrage, as Sam suggested. But such houses are all too solid and cameras do not
lie, despite the Phase | and Il inaccuracies. Such houses do not grow

overni ght. Al though I could wish that they did. W might then establish a
prior claimto our |ovely Doona." He surveyed his fingertips contenplatively
bef ore he continued. "How such evidence of habitation can have escaped not
only the robot caneras of the orbiting probe in Phase | but also the trained
eyes of the scouts is beyond nmy conprehension. But," and he paused to sigh
deeply, "they are there. And we are here! And we have broken the Principle of
Non- Cohabi tation, by existing here with another and obvi ously sentient
speci es. "

"And when our families |and, what do we tell then?" Ken denanded softly.
"Do we say, Hello, honey, how are you? Have a good trip? Well, that's nice
because we're going to turn around and go right back honme." Home!" And into
that last word Ken cranmmed all the bitterness, frustration, disappointnent and
bl ack anger that boiled inside him

Home! A pl anet so overpopul ated you married at sixteen to get on the



list to have one of the two children allowed you before you were thirty --

that is, if you could prove that you had no hereditary genetic faults or

handi cappi hg recessive traits. A planet so crowded for space there were only
twel ve Square M1l es of international backyard remnaining. He' d been eighteen
bef ore he had touched dirt, seen grass or snelled a pine tree. Atrip to the

| ocal Square M| e had been his cherished award for being top nman in Section
Acadeny. The poignant nmenory of the experience had notivated and sustai ned him
during the frustrating years of intensive study necessary to qualify for

i mm gration under Col onial Department jurisdiction

Once a man net the basic requirenments of Codep, he was put on another
list which permitted himto study specialties, one of which mght get hima
pl ace on a Colony list. That is, if he had been I ucky enough to choose a
specialty needed on the very few planets turned over by the Spacedep and the
Alien Rel ations Departnent to the Col oni al Departnent.

In order for a planet to be relinquished to Codep control, it nust neet
two sinple requirenments: 1) Humans nust be able to support thenselves on it
wi t hout atnmospheric or gravitic adjustnent. 2) It nmust be devoid of any
domi nant intelligent species.

In a hundred years, only nineteen of the two-thousand-odd worl ds
exam ned had been cl eared by both Spacedep and Alrel dep to Codep. Snall wonder
that this pastoral planet, with its earthlike atnosphere, its
slightly-less-than-Earth gravity presented such a desirable Eden. Even the
fact that its sidereal year was twice that of Earth, with winters and sumers
lasting ten nmonths, did not forman insurnountable obstacle to its settlenent.
True, Doona was light on netals, but it was larger than Earth by some two
thousand miles in dianeter. Doona's two satellites mght possibly have sone
m neral or light nmetal deposits that could be devel oped | ater on. The first
job of the Initial colony was to farmthe | and, experinmenting with both Terran
and i ndi genous grains, adapting Terran |livestock to Doona and, if possible,
donesticating the herd, animals which roamed Doona's pasturel ands. Wen the
col ony had proved itself self-supporting, it would be augnmented fromEarth's
teeming mllions. Considering the relatively few transport ships in Codep
service, this would take decades.

A constant source of bitterness between the three departments were the
m serly appropriations allowed them by the Amal gamati on Congress. Wth
government funds constantly drained for new ways to ease housing and food
shortages, to provide entertai nment for the restriction-ridden nasses,
Spacedep, Alreldep and Codep got short shrift despite their |ogical pleas
that, if nore noney were allocated for shipbuilding, for explorations, for
imm gration, the strain on Terran resources would naturally be eased.

True, not a large percentage of the population desired to nmove fromthe
tri-D tube and the work-savi ng nechani sns which provided the bread, beer and
tranquilizers that made their convention-rimed |ife supportable.

There were still enough Ken Reeves, Sam Gaynors, Hu Shihs to fill Codep
rosters; men and woman eager and willing to accept hazard and struggl e rather
than a life of restriction and boredom However, pastoral planets were not
high on the preferred list. Wrlds with quantities of ore or rare mnerals had
preference. Man could always |ive on hydroponics and synthetics while he m ned
rocky planets like NG A-43 or water worlds |ike SE-B-95. Fortunately, the
zool ogi cal | obby had hel ped put Doona on the preference list. Livestock such
as horses, cows, buffalo, deer, chickens, dogs, cats and other once common
animals and fow s were dwindling to extinction, despite Preservation's
techni ques, so that a pastoral planet would have to be opened to perpetuate
t he useful animal speci es once comobn on Earth.

A subtl e canpai gn had been waged on Earth through Tri-D, brain-washing a
generation of children with ancient novies of animal heroes, by blackmail, by
subl i minal posters. Wen the bill to col onize pastoral Doona cane up before
the voters, it was passed by a | andsli de.

As Ken Reeve's bitter words echoed through the nmess hall, Hu Shih
t hought rapidly.



The arrival of their famlies would only underscore the enormty of this
catastrophe. There is always a solution to any problem the colony |eader told
hinself, firmy turning his mind froma static round of recrimnations, but it
may be difficult to accept the necessary solution

This incident was the first infringenent of Codep's guiding rule, the
Princi ple of Non-Cohabitation. He forced hinself to reviewthe terrible
Si wannah tragedy which had resulted in that very same Principle. And never,
since the mass suicide of the gentle Siwannese, had a col ony been set up where
another intelligent species had been di scovered by Spacedep. He shuddered,
strengt hening his flagging resolve that another such infanobus incident mnust
not be recorded about Doona. But any noment the transport ship, and their
famlies, would arrive, compounding the original error. He took what confort
there was in the know edge that his Phyllis would have a few days on Doona,

wal king in its lovely forests, snelling the cinnanony bark of the -- Hu Shih's
t houghts halted. He rose.

"Home? Yes, Ken, honme. W will have to go hone. Because, gentlenen, we
can argue until the cows land," and he smiled, surprised at his inadvertent
hunor, "and still not change the fact that we are bound by the rules of our
hone planet. W cannot -- cannot -- remmin on a planet already inhabited by an

intelligent species.
"Not only have we unwittingly fractured that rule, but our very
proximty to the natives places us in a still nore delicate situation. W
cannot sinply ignore themas we m ght have been able to do if they were on the
other side of the planet. Then we could sinply pack up our equi prent and | eave
when t he Phase 1V ship cones.
"At any nmonent, one of them may di scover us."
"So, we must first apprise Codep of the existence of these natives by
hom ng capsul e. Even at faster-than-light speeds, it will take four and a half
days to reach Earth..."
"And probably four and a half weeks while Codep funbles to any
decision," Lee interjected.
"And another four to five days before we receive an answer. In the
meantime, the Phase IV ship will have arrived with our famlies.” Hu Shih
paused, exhal ed deeply. "It is inpossible to |leave this site until they do
arrive, otherwi se we could sinply pack up right now and elim nate the danger
of contami nating this species with a premature contact with us. No, we are
constrained to stay. We nust al so prevail upon the captain of the Phase IV
ship to remain, pending subsequent renoval orders.”
"Shih," Gaynor interrupted, "those transport ships are so tightly
schedul ed, they can't lay over any longer than it takes to unload."
"I'n an emergency of this nature, I'mcertain discretion will override
commercial interest,” the colony | eader replied. "The captain will certainly
understand the delicate situation at a glance and adjust to necessity."
"\What about the livestock?" Ben asked. "There would be only fodder
enough for the outgoing trip."
"That is why we nmust wait for instructions. | think you must agree with
me, then, that we will have at |east a nine day interlude, during which tine
the natives are certain to discover us."
"How in hell did they manage to canouflage that village, Shih?" Ken
demanded. "Were have they been all w nter?"
"Normads?" Law ence suggested. "There's an easy route fromthe southern
part of the continent, come to think of it, beyond the range."
"Where they canme fromis not as inportant as what to do now they are

Hu Shih rem nded Lee gently. "Consider the relevant problem please.
"Undoubt edly, if someone fromAlien Relations Departnment had been

i ncl uded in our nunber, he would know exactly what course of action should be,
nmust be taken. But unfortunately, Codep did not see fit to include sonmeone
with any xeno training in our nunber, and he sniled | ess tentatively now
"Besi des, we have natives, not aliens, to deal with and there is nothing in
our copious instructions to cover this contingency."

here,"



Lee Lawrence choked on a burst of derisive |aughter while Gaynor gl ared
at him savagely. It had becone axi omatic that whatever manual of procedure was
consul ted, the guidebook failed to cover the major energencies encountered on
this non-mning world. There were also large areas in which theory fell far
short of practical need. The 'experts' who had conpiled the guides had no
actual col onial experience and were far too conditioned to stocked storeroons,
pl anetw de resources or frequent supply ship runs.

"It does seemreasonable to ne," Hu Shih continued, "to try to
communi cate with our -- landlords -- in an effort to cushion their cultura
shock. . ."

"Their cultural shock?" Lee cried out.

"They may well be nomeds."

"Wth houses |ike that?" Gaynor protested.

Hu Shih held up his hand for order. "As | nentioned, we cannot ignore
them they are just across the river W are the trespassers, against the | aw
of our own home world." 'Home' had been delicately stressed. "In al
consci ence we nmust do what we can not to conpronise their cultural evolution
or worse -- precipitate another Siwannah. Once we have established in our own
mnds their level of civilization, we can continue intelligently. Therefore,
since Ken is the only one anmong us with any semantic training, he will nake
the initial contact."

"Now wait a mnute," Sam protested. "They carried knives. And big cats
on Terra used to be carnivores, didn't they, Dautrish?"

"Well, yes," the botanist agreed

Ezra Mbody rai sed his hand. "Judging fromthe | ack of protruding

eyeteeth -- or fangs, |'d hazard that they have evol ved beyond the chase-hunt
| evel . Here, Ben," and Ezra indicated one particul ar photograph to the
veterinarian, "look at this jaw Don't you agree?"

Ben nodded cauti ously.

"Fangs don't indicate tenmperanent," Law ence said.

"True," Moody agreed seriously, "but you'll notice the absence of
anything nore lethal than a knife in their belts. No clubs or..."

"A knife is |l ethal enough," Ken said. "And | plan to carry one too," he
asserted, turning to Hu Shih.

"Ch, that's definitely in order," Lawence agreed. "Lack of a knife
m ght mean emascul ation. Ritual, of course,"” he added hastily with a | augh as
he caught Ken's startled gl ance.

"Exactly what do you want ne to do, Shih?" Ken asked.

"Mainly, tape as nuch of their | anguage as possible. Alreldep is sure to
want it as a basis for their own investigations. W ought to sleep-learn as
much as we can synthesize in order to deal with the natives." He sighed. "O
course, it's not the best way to learn a | anguage, for no adult ever |earns
anot her's tongue properly, but we nust somehow get across to themthat our
stay will be brief; that we did not know we had trespassed..."

"And you want Ken to walk in there armed with a | ousy knife and a tape
recorder?" Sam excl ai ned. "Those cats are six feet, Hu Shih..."

"Christ's sake, Sam take it easy," Ken said, though he appreciated
Sam s solicitude. "You're spoiling for a fight."

"Fight? No! But common sense tells nme those babies can be dangerous. And
for you to walk in anong fifteen-twenty of those mal es?"

"One unarnmed man constitutes no threat,” Hu Shih replied firmy.

"And | eaves ten to defend our position here," Saminterjected.

Hu Shih regarded himwith mld reproof for a nmonment before continuing.
"And one man can tape sufficient |anguage and shoot enough additional filmfor
the departments interested to have sonme foundati on on which to base their
assessments of the damage we have inadvertently done to a | ess advanced
speci es. "

"If they are not advanced, is there a chance we could cohabit?" Wth
their perm ssion?" Lee suggested softly.

Hu Shih held up his hand to dispel such fal se hope.



"W are bound by the Principle of Non-Cohabitation, gentlenen. This is
our first consideration."

"I't wasn't our fault!" Ramasan said, his dark eyes sparking.

"What were those Phase Il buggers using for eyes?" Vic Solinari
demanded, slapping the table with the flat of his hand.

"Al'l true,"” Hu Shih agreed. "However, it is useless to waste tinme in
idle recrimnation. W will go back to Earth but we do not need to return
enpty- handed. " The remark gained instant attention and Shih was inwardly
relieved Qbviously none of them had thought beyond the inmedi ate probl em
"Doona is full of treasure long since lost on Earth: the fragrant bark of the

porous wood tree, the wood itself which polishes to brilliance; the
translucent river pebbles, the..."
"He's right!" "No sweat, man, we could buy our way anywhere with a

handf ul of that quartzite.
"Those berries..."

The sudden possibilities turned the nen fromdespair to constructive
pl anni ng, each vying with the other as to what would command the hi ghest
credits back on Earth.

When Hu Shih reluctantly left them to conpose the formal nessage he
nmust speed to Earth by homi ng capsul e, he knew that they would be able to
sal vage something fromthis disaster. And they woul d have at |east eight or
ni ne days, even with the faster-than-light speed of the capsule, before Codep
could instruct himon procedures. Yes, there would be time to gather enough of
Doona's treasure to ease sone of the problens of their return

"Ben, where'd you find those silver traces?"

Chapter IV

CONTACT

KEN REEVE reached the top of the rocky saddl e above the valley where he
and Gaynor had seen the catnmen's settlenent. He paused for a nmonent to hitch
the recorder to a nore confortable position on his shoulder. Like npst
burdens, it had seenmed to gain weight with every mle. Wth a shrug he swing
it off and, striding to a reddi sh boul der, sat down in the shade of the
stately ribbed porous wood trees.

I"l'l need a break before the show starts, he told hinmself, removing his
wi de-brimred hat and wi ping his noist forehead. After nearly a year, he was
still as unused to the pressure of the headband as he was to the snell of
sweat. He squinted up at the warm spring sun, orange agai nst the green-blue
sky.

Gazi ng back the way he had come, Reeve grunted when he realized that
their own settlenment, nestled in an outcropping of trees, was no nore visible
to himthan that of the natives. Far belowin the river valley, beyond the
second | oop, the rising heat haze hid the slimnmetal spire of the honing
beacon, despite the fact that it occupi ed dead center of the landing site.

The foothill of red-grained rock forned an additional barrier to nutua
di scovery. No snopke canme fromthe Terran encanpnent because they still had
converted heat H s eyes swung to the natives' valley and only because he
| ooked carefully and | ong was he able to detect the faint gray plunme of smnoke,
li ke a vague tentacl e against the deep olive of the porous-tree needl es.

He grunted again, confounded that the preceding two phases of allegedly
nmeti cul ous survey could have m ssed such evidence. Now, if this were a
hi bernati ng race, he conceded grudgi ngly, perhaps they had been in their
burrows or caves by late fall. But it hadn't been late fall when the orbiting
robot had phot ographically mapped the planet. He sniffed and the aroma of
burni ng wood touched his senses faintly. Faintly but unm stakably, burning
wood. The two human scouts shouldn't have missed that in thirty days, Reeve
argued. They were in our valley and, unless they goofed off in their reports,
in this one too, because a description of this stand of wood was nenti oned.

Late fall, though, Reeve nused, that's cold here. But, if they use fire
in the spring, they surely use it in late fall. So how come? How cone? Reeve
swore softly to hinmself and sighed deeply.



He coul d barely accept the unalterable facts intellectually, let alone
enotional ly. Whatever the di plomatic repercussions, he was rebellious. And
grateful that Pat and the kids would at | east be able to touch down. God, it
had been such a long tinme since he had had Pat. And a year made such
differences in a child. Wuld his Ilsa be the same grave-faced, girl-wonan he
had left, so determ ned not to upset her daddy with tears? And Todd -- well it
was odds to even that he'd probably shriek; fromfive to six was a long tine
for a kid to remenber his father. Reeve sniled as he pictured the reunion

Then the injustice of his situation closed in on himagain. He stil
couldn't see how Spacedep and Codep coul d have slipped so badly. And we're
left holding the bag! He picked up a piece of the red shale exanmined it
closely in sudden interest. A bag of rocks! He skipped the shale across the
ground, watching the puff of dust it kicked up as it ricocheted off the rock
wal | .

You wait and you wait and you hope, and bribe, and cajole, and suck up
all for a chance to get out of the man-run on Earth. You get the chance, by
taki ng the | ong-shot ganble of specializing in nothing and everything, and by
the grace of adroit maneuvering and the proper slots on the |IBMcard. Then
some nearsi ghted, stinking, half-assed Scouts -- they probably never noved
fromtheir damed ship for fear of a purple fungus -- report unoccupied a
worl d very obviously too well occupied.

Savagel y Ken | aunched another rock after the first.

He was exam ni ng anot her stone, a white one with | avender flecks, when a
di stant sound caught his ear. He paused but heard nothing nore than the sound
of the winged life in the trees, cackling and chirruping with conplete
freedom Slowy he rose, slinging the recorder to his back. As the searching
tongue prods again and again at the aching tooth, Reeve |ooked back over the
val l ey where he had hoped to live his life and raise his children. He sighed
and settled his hat on his head, well back so his face was fully visible. Then
he turned back to the forest.

| cannot give this up, Ken vowed as he started resolutely down fromthe
ridge. A nmenmory of the greenless, treeless, granite and al um numjungle of his
hone Sector superinposed itself on the forested slope. | want this for ny
children. And, God damm it, | want it for nyself.

The forest envel oped himcoolly. He kept his eyes open for any other
sign of life. The porous wood trees grew to sixty or seventy feet, branching
out twenty feet above the ground with w despread linbs, twig ends tufted by
green, three-sided needles. Survey pictures showed that in fall the needles
turned a deep red-purple. The ground was covered by the yearly droppings, now
a rich reddi sh-brown, making a springy nulch. Grass and seedlings would find
it hard to push their way up through the dense cover, so the forest had an
uncluttered, parklike look to it.

The houses of the village (Gaynor had counted fifteen whil e Reeve was
busy snapping shots), were not yet visible. They were closer to the river in
one of the natural clearings where an outcropping of the red rock had nmade
rooting difficult. Aerial maps of that area, again showing not a single
habi tation, indicated that the river, dropping a sudden five feet, created a
natural fall thirty feet across, flanked by great slabs of rock, flat, gently
sloping up to the forest edge.

If the cats wore clothing, Reeve sniled, an excellent place for wonmen to
wash and spread things to dry or for fishernen to spread their catch to cure
If, he added to hinself, their culture was advanced enough

The fish -- and Reeve ran his tongue around his teeth at the thought of
the succulent red flesh edible without a hint of the aftertaste of artificial
origins. On his father's salary, real food had been an inpossibility. Pat had
tasted honest beef neat once, but she had found it tough to chew. She woul dn't
find the well hung gane here tough, Reeve vowed to hinself snugly. He'd becone
quite adept as a butcher and was trying his hand at snmoking and quick freezing
neat s.

A flurry of birds drew his eyes upward and he stopped, |ooking to see if



any feathers dropped. You could bring back hundreds of feathers. Wiit a
m nute. Had his passage set themin flight or sonething el se? Were the catlike
natives aware of his presence, and watching himsecretively?

It nmakes little difference when we neet, Reeve told hinself, so |long as
I have a chance to get enough of their |anguage on tape so we can conmuni cate.
If | can only talk to themand tell themhow much it means to be able to..

He had rounded a cluster of trees when a sphere, in an all too honey
shape, bounced off a tree trunk and rolled to a halt at his feet.
Instinctively he bent to pick it up as two small bodi es canme boundi ng toward
hi m and skidded to a stop. The two species froze and regarded each other wth
surprise

Reeve picked up the ball and the other two, eyes w de, noved cl oser
together as if for support in confronting the unknown quantity before them

C ose up, the resenbl ance to cats was uncanny, Reeve thought, returning
the solem stares sol emmly.

The great green eyes regarded himfrom under straight w de brows, dark
pupils narrowed agai nst the orange sun. Flattish noses were broad at the
nostril over the lipless wide mouths. The chins were short bridges in the
m ddl e of the wide hinged jaw. The | obel ess ears had tufted tips Each child --

for their very appearance and attitude cried youth to Reeve -- wore a belt
around his mddle. A short sheathed knife hung fromit w thout covering their
obvi ous mal eness. Their skins were a light fawn, |like a soft velour, but their

heads were covered with a darker tan nop of hair that hung to their ear tips.
Vi sible between their spraddled | egs were short tufted tails, stuck straight
out behind themin surprise.

Careful not to smile for fear a smle might nmean hostility to them
Reeve made several one-handed catches. He pointed slowy to the taller of the
two cubs, then indicated that he wished to return the ball to him Wth an
easy, underhand throw, he returned the ball. Solemly the cub, ears tw tching
briefly, caught the ball, holding it in both hands w thout |ooking at it.
Reeve saw the retractable claws unsheath just |ong enough to secure the catch

"That was a good catch, fellow, " Reeve said quietly, putting all the
approval he could into his tone.

Both sets of ears twitched rapidly. The two | ooked at each other a
nmonent, then turned their attention quickly back to Reeve. He held up his
hands suggestively and crouched |ike a catcher. Two pairs of round green eyes
wi dened further. The taller cub, keeping careful hold on his ball, blinked and
nodded hesitantly. Reeve sensed it was gratitude for the return of the ball.
Nei t her cub appeared afraid of himbut clearly they had never seen his Ilike.
Reeve had the inpression of two well-brought-up young nen waiting for the
adult to speak.

He straightened up and pointed toward the vill age.

"Coul d you boys take ne to your father?"

The taller cub turned to his compani on and Reeve hastily thunbed on the
recorder. He caught the last part of a grow ed collection of sounds. The
smal | er cub shrugged and nade a grimace that suggested, "How should I know
what to do next?"

The tall cub grow ed out another phrase, his wide mouth in profile open
alnmost to his ear.

The ot her shrugged again and turned around, starting off toward the
forest. The tall one regarded Reeve seriously for one nore nmonent. Then
inclining his head toward Reeve, turned, |eaving Ken to follow him

Chapter V

RETURN

REEVE WONDERED i f the honeward trek seemed shorter because the agile
native led himto a |l ower saddle of the ridge or because he was so el ated by
the initial contact. God knows the stinking recorder felt no lighter and, in
the hot m dday sun, both he and Hrrula were becoming fragrant. The native
snelled -- different: a not unpleasant difference, Reeve decided, though the



odor brought no conparison to nind

Hrrula's narrow feet with their vestigial webbings and cl aws gave hima
springy step and nore purchase in the slippery shale and the thick ground
cover than Reeve's boots. A tail would be a handy thing in nmountain clinbing,
Reeve t hought inconsistently as he panted up the slope behind Hrrula. You
could do without body ropes, maybe. How much pull would a tail take, he
wondered, resisting an all but uncontrollable urge to grab the appendage as an
assist to the top of the ridge.

Hrrula fortunately stopped at the summit, |ooking questioningly at
Reeve. Ken wondered if the Hrrubans m ght possibly be tel epaths and that
Hrrul a had caught his thought.

"Qur colony is down there, across the river," Reeve began briskly to
cover his nonentary enbarrassnment. He pointed, watching with fascination as
the Hrruban's eyes narrowed to slits. The houses in their grove, simlar to
the Hrrubans' village, were invisible through the trees.

What was obvious fromthis angle was the plowed field in which various
fornms of Terran grains were already planted. Beyond that were the fenced
pastures awaiting the arrival of the precious farmlivestock on the col ony
shi p.

The Hrruban gazed out over the valley, his sensitive ears twitching. He
turned his head, its dark mane cropped close to the skull in the manner in
whi ch npbst of the natives Reeve assumed to be young wore their mane hair.
Hrrula s yell ow-green eyes glowed with the first trace of excitenment or
i nterest Reeve had detected. Al the Hrrubans seemed possessed of superb
dignity and poi se Reeve hoped he had been able to nask his own nervousness. A
guy's sweat got sour with nervousness. The Hrrubans' noses tw tched so
frequently, they nust be sensitive to odor

Hrrul a now nodded at Ken and the two resunmed their trek

Reeve was not sure whet her he was pleased or annoyed at Hrrula's wal ki ng
| anguage exerci se. The native stopped to nane each new bush or tree they
passed. He woul d frequently point to one he had already identified, |ook
guestioningly at Reeve to see if he remenbered. It kept Reeve alert, not alone
trying to retain the mass of new information but |ooking ahead in order to see
whi ch speci nen mi ght be indicated next. But he renenbered to get all of it
down on tape.

That Hrrula insisted Reeve learn the native nanme for everything caused a
conplex reaction in the Terran. Dautrish, the colony's botanist, had already
| ovi ngly catal ogued each new species. Well, maybe Dautrish could sell that
catal ogue for its esoteric value. Reeve's respect for the Hrrubans, however,
increased with this insistence on the use of their own words. O course, there
woul dn't be tinme to |l earn much Hrruban but the practice mght just help Reeve
wangl e a transfer to Alrel dep. Ken shook his head, those rolled 'r's were hel
to get and he was sure this was a pitched | anguage as well, like the old
oriental dialects. One nisplaced inflection and you had delivered a gross
insult back to the first generation

There, again, was incongruity. A pitched |anguage is the nmark of a very
old civilization, with plenty of time for shadi ngs and nuances in expression
of ideas.

Hrrul a had stopped by one of the ironwood trees on which grew an i mense
parasitic vine. Reeve recognized it imrediately as the one that had given
Dautrish violent cranmps froma sinple smear-sanpling.

"Rroamal . Rroamal ," Hrrula said, very soberly shaking his head from side
to side. He made as if to touch it and drew his hand back quickly, shaking it
as if it hurt.

"Bad? Rooamal|l," Reeve tried, then grabbed his belly as if he had a case
of Dautrish's cranps. He added a realistic groan

Hrrula's mouth wi dened and he nodded appreciatively.

Anot her itemof information to add to ny list, Ken thought. Qur body
chemi stries react simlarly to at | east one common irritant.

Hrrula held up one digit and repeated the word for the vine carefully.



I nwardly Ken groaned again and notioned Hrrula to repeat the word once nore.
The native did and Ken made another attenpt to get what he thought he heard as
arising inflection on the second vowel sound. Hrrula, listening attentively,
approved the result and they noved on. In his mnd, Ken kept practicing the
sound, trying to inpress on hinself the correct inflection

By the time they reached the river and the plastic skiff noored there,
he had a variety of useful words, three with simlar sounds but different
inflections. Wth what he had on the recorder, this was a good start. Hu Shih
ought to enjoy it, Reeve thought

Hrrul a knelt by the boat, oblivious both to Reeve and the sudden
appear ance of Gaynor and McKee on the opposite shore. Hrrula carefully got
into the skiff, |Iooked at the far side, felt on the coam ngs and then spread
hi s hands wi de, questioningly.

He is used to a paddl e, Reeve decided, smiling to think how surprised
Hrrula woul d be when he started the tiny nmotor. The river current was too
swift for a paddl e-propelled vehicle.

Instead of a surprised or fearful reaction, Hrula nodded approvingly as
t he engi ne took hold and the skiff cut the current efficiently. Hrula
hunkered down quietly, curling his tail around his toes, folding his arms
around his knees, facing the Comon.

Reeve threw the nooring line to Gaynor and stepped off quickly.

"By God, they are cats," Gaynor said. "And he stinks!"

"Watch it," Reeve said, keeping his face and voice pleasant. He turned a
bit so that he could dig Gaynor warningly in the ribs. "This is Hrula who
seens to have sonme position in the village and was sent with nme by the chief,
Hrestan."

Hrrul a debarked and stood, conpletely at ease, his eyes on the trio.

Al t hough Hrrula now had a clear view of the buildings, the experinental
greenhouses, the park-1like Common, he displayed no overt interest.

The guy's got innate manners, Reeve found hinsel f thinking.

"Hrrula, this is Gaynor," Reeve said slowy, pointing to Sam "Sam this
is Hrula. They greet by touching pal ns, extend yours pal mdown."

"That character's got claws,"” Gaynor said, returning the greeting. "
could get used to that -- but not the stench.”

"I'f he likes you, | gather he keeps his claws sheat hed," Reeve remarked
drily.

"Yeah, but when does he turn off that stink?" And Sam turned his head
away to sneeze lustily.

McKee hastily stepped forward and touched palnms with Hrrul a.

"I"ve got a recorder full of their sounds for us to parse," Reeve told
his col |l eagues, "plus a wal ki ng | anguage | esson on the dangerous flora of the
pl anet . "

Is that why this Ha-rula cane?" demanded Gaynor, stumbling over the
‘r Bef ore Reeve coul d answer, Sam convul sed again into multiple

roll ed
sneezes.

"I couldn't prevent himfromcomng if we're keeping the friendly inmge
intact," Ken replied.

"How | ong' s he staying?"

"Beats ne."

McKee grinned at Hrrula. "Well, let's get conjugating or declining or
what ever is necessary to purr."

"Sounds nmore like grows to ne," Gaynor remarked. "lI'mno linguist. |'ll
go feather ny bed," and he jerked his forefinger under his nose to prevent
anot her of his body-jolting sneezes. "You'd be smarter to cone al ong, Macy. W
haven't got that much tine here, you know. "

McKee waved himto go on and turned to acconpany Reeve and Hrrula to the
nmess hal | .

Late that night, when Ken Reeve decided to take a break fromhis
| anguage di ssection and endl ess pl ayback of the recorder, he found Law ence
hol ding the floor in the nmess hall



"These Hrrubans are civilized," Lee was insisting vehemently, his
argunent directed at a gl owering Sam Gaynor. "And | don't nean stand-erect,
t hunb- opposed civilized. | mean, a mannered sophistication. You saw hi m at
di nner; he knew the purpose of utensils and used his own knife to cut neat”

"He ought to. It was sharper," Gaynor retorted.

" Speaki ng of knives," MKee put in, "notice the work-nmanship on the
handl e of his knife? | wonder where he got the stones; that pink-purple one is
a beauty. And |'ve seen nothing like it around here."

"Must come from another section of the planet. They are nonads," Abe
Dautrish said thoughtfully.

"I wouldn't ask to see that private knife, not just yet," Lawence
cauti oned MKee.

"And let's be cautious in the genstone field," Reeve suggested as he
poured hinself coffee. "Sone early tribes attach special significance to
stones and nmetals belonging to their gods."

"I just finished pointing out that their cultural |evel is considerably
above rank superstition,” Lawence said with sone asperity.

"Ken, you didn't see a worship center in the village, did you?" asked
Ranmasan.

"Not a place obviously set aside as sacred," and Reeve scoured his
menory of the quiet village. "Al the buildings | ooked residential, but then
how d | recogni ze an Hrruban church froma proverbial hole in the ground?"

"OF themwe got plenty," |aughed Lawence who had so recently been a
f ence- post hol e di gger.

"Do they suckle their young?" Ezra Mody asked.

Ken cl osed his eyes again to focus on the scene in the village but he
had too many details doing a reel in his mnd s eye.

"I"'msorry, Doc. | did see young ones, the kids with their balls and
some ol der cubs -- | guess you'd call 'emcubs -- were playing sone invol ved
throwing gane. | didn't pay it much attention, you understand, but it |ooked
at a glance like a teamgane. | didn't see a small baby cub. Sone of the

worren, though, wore garnments draped fromtheir shoul ders-patterned material s.
Sonme didn't. Difficult to notice mamary devel opnment through the fur. A couple
of females had a sleeveless top, then the ornanental girdle and a skirt
simlar to the one Hrula wears, only they didn't carry knives. So it's
obvious that clothing is adornment rather than cover-up. And the wonen didn't
take any part in the conference at the central fire. They cane and went. They
cook indoors; | did notice that.

"Ch, and | saw a worman m | ki ng one of the deer-types in a pen by her
house. "

"They can donesticate those deer, huh?" Ben runbled. "1'd thought of
trying it, once | could catch one," and then he shrugged. "Deerhorns were once
ground up as an aphrodisiac."

"Good Lord!" Ezra Mody exclaimed, staring at Ben Adjei in astonishment.

Everyone was used to Ben's dry teasing hunor but occasionally he would
succeed with the pragmatic medic. Now he shrugged again, but there was a
certain gleamin his dark eyes as he replied. "The wi se merchant stinulates
demand for his products and inpotence is on the rise in our automated
society."

"Why, you wouldn't -- you don't mean --
someone' s chuckl e tipped him off.

"A nmoment, though," Dautrish interjected. "Ben has a point. No, of
course | don't nean ground deerhorn, Ezra, but | nean, let us be sensible in
what we plan to bring back to nother Earth. Let us not duplicate or undercut
each other's treasure. | amvery tenpted to bring back sonme of those
ni cotine-rich | eaves, Ezra, for | happen to know that there isn t enough
avail able on Earth to treat those circul atory di seases for which nicotine is a
specific."”

"You can't prepare enough to make its inportation valid," Ezra replied.
"And can we protect it and Earth froma possible cross-infection? W have to

Moody stammered unti



be sure what we bring in can be adequately sterilized, you know, or it will be
jettisoned.”

"True, true," Dautrish agreed, his enthusiasm wani ng abruptly.

"Can you sterilize feathers?" Sam Gaynor asked in alarm

"Yes, indeed. Utra-violet'll do it. W can put themthrough an
insecticide to remove the quill parasites.”

"Parasites?" Sam Gaynor regarded the plastic bagsful of vivid feathers
wi t h obvi ous suspi ci on.

"Hey, which weighs nore? A pound of feathers or a pound of rocks?"

Lawr ence asked with an all too sober face.

"Huh?" Gaynor was startled afresh. "Ch, knock it off, Lawence;" he said
when the soci ol ogi st began to | augh. He picked up his colorful treasure and
left the mess hall, muttering under his breath.

"Take it easy, Lawence," Ken suggested. "You know he's got a | ow
boiling point and we don't need to fight anong ourselves."

"He may just find there isn't roomfor fine feathers on the Codep ship,"
Lee Lawrence replied, no trace of his recent anusement on his face. "Mart's
rings, Vic's plasticized towers, even Macy's stones make more sense than
f eat hers!"

"Yes, but feathers don't have rmuch nmass and it's mass that a ship
noves," Vic Solinari pointed out.

"Yes but! Yes but!" Lee cut in, his eyes restlessly darting from one
face to another, his nouth distorted suddenly with his inner conflict. "Yes,
but why?"

The angui shed question hung unanswered in the tense silence that
foll owed the sociologist's outburst. Each man nust have been westling with
consci ence and conditioning, Reeve realized. Westling agai nst the inexorable
departure from Doona. They had accepted it, at |least to the point of
collecting itenms now unobtai nable on Earth and therefore val uabl e;
extraterrestrial products with which to buy a decent status. But the enotiona
shock was seeping past rationalization, past obedience, past all civilized
conprom se, and every man in the roomwas fighting to mai ntain nental bal ance
in the face of this enbittering di sappoi ntnment.

"Why?" Ken heard hinsel f saying. "Because history has shown that two
civilizations cannot coexi st on the sanme planet w thout conpeting to the point
of aggression -- and destruction. God knows | don't want to | eave Doona
either, but | goddamwell couldn't live with nyself if |I stayed -- and the
Hrrubans got wiped out |ike the Siwannese."

"One can suddenly understand why our ancestors found genocide to be the
easiest solution to their own problens in dealing with mnority groups," Ben
remarked in his inperturbable fashion. "It was Colunbus wasn't it, who
elimnated the Carib tribes conpletely? O course, they had only spears, and
swords, not rifles and -- " his voice dropped to a vel vety whi sper

"Are you mad, Adjei?" Lawence shouted, his eyes wide with horror at the
big vet's soft intimtion.

"Not from you, Ben?" Myody was stunned.

"You're sick Adjei!"

"What's the matter with you?"

Ben smiled as he I eaned back in his chair. "I just thought I'd say it
and it would be said and could be forgotten."

There was no doubt, judging by the expressions in the room that the
t hought had occurred to everyone; nasty, niggling, treacherous thought that it
was. Ben was right. It was a relief to hear it spoken, to be able to discard
it with honest revulsion.

"But it rather forcefully points up why we have a Principle of
Non- Cohabi tati on, doesn't it?" he went on quietly. "However, we have
progressed. Your reaction proved that. So we will have the dubi ous pleasure of
bei ng recorded as the heroes of the Decision at Doona."

Ken put down his enpty cup. He hadn't had enough coffee but he couldn't
stay in the charged uneasy atnosphere of the nmess hall.



"Doc, spring nme out some stay-awake, will you?" he asked.

"Why beat your wits out over that crazy purr, Ken? Wiat good' Il it do
you now?" Lawrence asked.

"I don't know," Reeve answered honestly as he waited for Ezra to locate
the stimulant, "but it occupies nmy mind and gets ne fromtoday to tonorrow "

"Knowl edge is never useless.” Dautrish said, riffling the pages of his
careful botanical drawings. "I think 1'd like to have a list of those Hrruban
equi valents of all these. For ny records, you know, and,"” he favored Ken with
awy smle, "nmy own personal satisfaction."”

"Say, is Hrrula going back to his village tonorrow?" asked Solinari. "I

nmean, |'d kinda like to | ook around it."
Ken scrubbed wearily at his face, waiting for the pep pill to take
effect. "Hrrula didn't indicate any length of stay. I'd like to get one nore

good session with himon the tape before he goes."

"You know, " Lee mused, an trace of his previous disgruntlenent gone, "I
rather like that -- we learn his | anguage."

"I, too, approve," Ben concurred. "For once, the native gets the
[ i ngui stic upperhand. Unusual too, probably unique in contact history. Hhmm
When you' ve got the glossary, Ken, I'Il learnit with you."

The giant veterinary rose languidly, stretched until his joints cracked
and, with a step unusually noiseless for one of his physical bulk, walked out
of the hall.

"Wel|!" Dautrish exclained, |ooked around until he saw Reeve grinning at
him "An astoni shing nan. One never knows what to make of him Anyone el se
want to grasp the golden opportunity of learning a real live alien | anguage?"

"Fl eeting opportunity, you nmean," Law ence said, then added, "I'd give
nmy sociological left armto know what's been happening tonight at Hrrula's
vill age."

Chapter VI

REACTI ON

VWHEN THE FI LMS and tapes reached Exploration, the Chief, trusting no one
el se, personally brought themto the First Speaker in the Executive Cube. To
his intense gratification, he was asked to remain as the First Speaker ran
t hrough the records of that initial contact with another intelligent species.

After the last scene faded, the Chief watched the First Speaker neditate
until the silence was unbearabl e.

"Sir," he all but stuttered in guilty uncertainty, "the Prime Rule is in
jeopardy. We will withdraw our people.

The First Speaker regarded himw th a deceptively bl ank expression

"On the contrary, Chief, we nust remain and observe."

"Cbserve?" The Chief was surprised-and relieved. One of the few
pl easures he had in his position was the opportunity to visit that planet.

"OfF course we nmust observe. Surely, Chief, you of all our people have
realized that a contact of this sort was only a matter of time. You know how
of ten your Scouts have di scovered traces of other space explorations."

"Indeed | do, sir. But considering our wetched history -- " he
hesitated, arrested by a minute change in the calmface.

"Chief, it is time we stopped making that 'wetched history' an excuse
for racial cowardice." The gentle voice in no way | essened the shock of the
st at ement.

" Ssssir?"

"That planet is ideal for a confrontation. It is also obvious that this
species intends ours no harm Indeed, the filmis witness to their very
earnest attenpt to neet us with friendship. Notice, also, the willingness to
| earn our | anguage -- surely no easy task for them No, Chief, | regard this
i ncident as extremely providential. Extrenely."

The First Speaker rose and wal ked to the wi ndowed wall, turned off the
opacity in order to | ook out at the endl ess panoranma of structures.

"Al'l those people and so fewinterested in nore than the fare on the



vi ew and food panels. Sonething nust snap themout of this crushing Iethargy.
What they need is a good fright! Yes, a blood-stirring fright!"

Gone was the gentle-voiced Speaker. The Chief sucked in his breath at
the vibrant ring as he felt his heartbeat accelerate.

"Nothing gets a man nore than a threat to his very existence!"

"Sir," the Chief began tentatively, "it will provoke anot her wave of
sui ci des and our young adults..."

A growl deep in the First Speaker's chest paralyzed the Chief
conpl etely.

"A suitable end for those unable to face any sort of challenge. No,
Chief," and the First Speaker paced energetically, his eyes gleanming with
excitement, "this crisis will be the making of us -- or the end. And if it's
the end, then good riddance to a species that has outlived its purpose. Now,
here are nmy orders for..."

A discreet tap on the door was instantly followed by a nuffled oath as
t he door swung open abruptly, fram ng an apologetic aide trying to restrain
the Third Speaker from forcibly obtaining entrance.

"First Speaker, | demand -- " the Third Speaker began over the aide's
pr ot est ati ons.

The First Speaker raised a reassuring hand to his aide before beckoning
the Third in. The nmonent the door closed behind the aide, the angry intruder
erupted into accusations, barely able to enunciate in his rage. The Chief
wondered who was the spy in his office. O had the Third, in his zeal to end
t he whol e project, managed to place an adherent in the col ony?

"Aliens on that pet planet of yours. | told you that worthless place
woul d be nore bother than use. Pastoral, indeed! Wth who knows what el se
runni ng around | oose. Call 'em back. Call 'em back before another noments | oss

of time. Before irrevocabl e damage is done. Never should have permitted this
ridicul ous experinment, First. Never. Dooned fromthe beginning."

"On the contrary, Third," the older man replied calmy, indicating a
chair for his unexpected visitor

"What do you nmean? On the contrary, First? Clear case of Prinme Rule.

Cl ear case. No discussion necessary. Call 'em back."
"It is not that sinple, Third, nor can we call them back."
"Why not ?"

"I believe that you have scarcely had the chance to see the filmtapes
that were taken of the first encounter," the First Speaker remarked suavely
and firmy pressed the Third Speaker into a chair. "If you would be kind
enough to start the film Chief..."

A flash of repulsion mxed with curiosity crossed the Third's face and
he subsided with a show of reluctance.

During the replay, the Chief kept surreptitious watch on the Third's
reactions and tried not to be pessinmstic as he realized that the filmclearly
did not reassure the conservative.

"I'f you think First, that I will let any menber of our species stand in
danger fromthose -- those..."

"We stand in considerably nore danger from our own species," the First
Speaker interrupted with such fervor that Third stared at himin stunned
silence. "Another race, as intelligent as we ourselves, co-inhabits this
gal axy. Prime Rule notwi thstanding, contact has been made on a neutral world.
It is ny intention to make the nost of this fortuitous confrontation to pave
the way to a peaceful alliance.”

"Peaceful alliance? Wth creatures like that?" Third was apoplectic with
i ndi gnation. "You overstep your authority, First Speaker. | amcalling an
energency neeting of all Speakers. W shall determine if you have not al so
over st epped the borders of sanity.'

Before the First Speaker could reply to the insult, the other nan had
swept fromthe room

"Sir, what will happen now?" The Chief was aware of the cold slow ng of
his heart.



"Why, the Third Speaker will convene a neeting, just as he declared. And
then we shall indeed see -- what we shall see. However," and First's smle was
characteristically benign, "since it will take a few days to drag the Speakers
back fromtheir various retreats, let us make a few plans of our own. Let us
determ ne what sort of people our new acquai ntances are, and what they have in
mnd for that |ovely world."

Chapter VI

BRI DCGE

FOR THE HUNDREDTH time, Ken wondered just how it had come about that
they were | earning the Hruban | anguage instead of the other way round.

"I't nust have been ny fault,” he said out loud. "I made the initial
contact. How did | goof? Or did 1? Hell, all I did was |earn sone plant and
tree names," he defended hinmself. "And | did get a | anguage tape. Sonehow
we've lost the first round. O nmaybe -- maybe we've won it."

It was now four days since he had trod into the Hrruban village. No
hom ng capsul e had arrived from Amal gamated Worlds with instructions. Nor had
the colony ship arrived with their famlies. This caused a good deal of unrest
anong the nen. Ken forced his mnd away fromthat insidious thought.

He wondered what kind of a flap their report of natives on Doona had
created in the ultra-conservative Executive Block. It would be like themto
reply that indeed there had been a nistake; there couldn't be natives on
Doona. None had been reported by Spacedep, Alreldep or Codep. He thought of
the films and tapes which closely followed the first message: filns nade by
conceal ed canera of every step of the second day, starting fromthe instant
Hrrula rose, and indicated that he wished to return to his village, and that
he wanted Ken and Hu Shih to acconpany him Ken had pointed to Vic Solinari
and Hrrula had not hesitated a nmonment to include the storenaster

There had been a little pantomime on Hrula' s part when they were
preparing to enmbark in the little raft. Ken, thinking Hrula was concerned
over the capacity of the skiff, tried to reassure him Hrrula watched the
pantomine, |lowered his jaw in what was evidently his approximation of a snmile
and got in.

No sooner had Hu Shih and Vic been presented to the village chief,
Hrrestan, and four of the other older natives, than Hrula began to speak in
qui ck syll ables. He hunkered down on the ground and with one claw delicately
drew the outline of a bridge, spanning water. Grinning w dely, Hrrula | ooked
up at Reeve

"God, he wasn't scared of the river or the skiff sinking,'
ast oni shment. "He was pl anning a bridge!"

Ken and Hu Shih imedi ately protested but their argunments, enbellished
with violent gestures and charades, had run into the | anguage barrier. The
vocabul ary which Ken had struggled to learn was all too insufficient to
express such intangi bl es as aggression or isolation, much | ess the fact that
t he col onists nust | eave as soon as they could obtain transport.

The Hrrubens nmet every attenpt to di ssuade themw th bl and insistence on
t he bridge.

"Do you realize what this neans, Ken?" the slight colony |eader had
finally whispered to him "They do not resent us."

"Now, wait a mnute, sir. Don't you realize what a bridge..."

"No hostility at all. Really I am nost heartened. And their grasp of
architectural concepts is quite sophisticated. Have you noticed the dovetailed
joints on the wi ndow frane of that house?"

"Shih," Ken gripped the man's shoul der and gave hima little shake. "W
mustn't build that bridge!"

"\Why ever not ?"

"In the first place, that bridge is the first step toward possible
aggression of our race against theirs."

"You refine too nmuch..."

"For another," Ken went right on, "why waste tine building a bridge

Vic cried in



we'll never get to use?"

The animation left Hu Shih's face; his dark eyes were thoughtful

"You're right, of course, but it is difficult not to take a hand offered
in such open friendship. They do seemto want to get to know us."

"And how often has our race turned the hand of friendship into a marti al
fist?"

Hu Shi h nodded solemmly and they turned to renew their opposition to the
bridge, trying to get the Hrubans to understand that the col ony woul d not
remai n 1 ong enough for the effort required.

Hrrula, his eyes half-Iidded, tapped the diagramof the bridge. He held
up two fingers and spoke the Hrruban word for day.

"I nmpossible,” Ken protested and stretched out his hand to erase the
dusty sketch in conclusive deni al

A furred hand, talons politely sheathed, slipped adroitly under his,
preventing the erasure.

"Yesssss," and the Hrruban hissed the Terran word softly.

Ken regarded Hrrula solemly, determined to his course. Two ot her
fur-backed hands joined Hrrula's to keep Ken fromreaching the drawi ng. Ken
| ooked at Hrrestan who nodded slowy, to the other Hrruban who dropped his jaw
and smil ed.

"I'f you knew how silly you | ooked, Ken," Vic remarked ironically. "They
want a bridge. Okay. W've tried to explain it's a waste of effort. But what
harmw ||l a bridge do, Reeve? As you pointed out, we know we're not going to
be here I ong enough to nush it. And if it neans that nuch to them let's be
polite. They obviously know how to build one, so we're not giving thema
premature cul tural shock."

"Vic, don't you see the principle that's involved? Every single instance
of territorial aggression began..."

"Don't sweat history now, Ken," the storemaster suggested rudely. "I
don't want to think about it. | just want to take each day on Doona as it
cones, enjoy the planet as much as | can..."

"And find out where the Hrrubans nine those stones?" Ken asked
cynically.

"That, too," Vic adnmitted. "Besides, 1'd like to see what they intend to
use to span that river. Can you find out?"

"Victor's argunment is valid,” Hu Shih said.

Thus dies noble principle, Ken thought as he glared from col ony | eader
to storemaster. And yet -- we won't be here long; it does not use a cultura
concept they don't already grasp -- and what the hell

"Hrrula," Ken said aloud, pausing in fascination at the way the native's
ears twitched. He pointed to the suspension beans which Hrrula had scratched
in the dust. "R a?" and he enunciated carefully, wondering if he'd swallow his
tongue one day getting out that rolled 'r

Hrrul a nodded gravely, gesturing toward the rla-wood tree behind him

"They use that porous wood?" asked Vic eagerly.

"R a," Ken corrected him

"Errla," Vic growed out. Hrrula shook his head patiently and repeated
t he sound which Victor dutifully tried to minmc. "I can't get that 'r' sound,
Ken," he groaned under his breath. "But that wood woul dn't bear enough weight.
It's too damed porous."

Ken rubbed his tenples, trying to drag appropriate words fromhis snall
Hrruban vocabul ary. Shaking his head at his linitations, he knelt down again
at the drawing. Carefully he drew a wide band to indicate the river. He then
sketched the footings on both sides of the river, well back fromthe verge. He
tapped the vertical elevation, show ng the suspension, pantonimng the height
of the trees with the length required to span the gap. Hrrul a nodded sol emm
under st andi ng.

"Hrrubans," Hrrula said softly, indicating the adults present,
"hayumans," he said carefully, tapping Ken and Vic, jerking his head over his
shoul der in the direction of the colony, "rla i zamat; rrigam"



"Rrigam nmeans buil d?" asked Vic.

"Cuess so," Ken answered. "Verb falls at the end of the sentence near as
I can figure. | still don't think we should agree,"” he muttered under his
breath and | ooked around to see Hrrestan pointing vigorously to the bridge
sketch, noddi ng his head enphatically.

"Um zamat rrigam La!"

After one last attenpt to explain that the Terrans woul d not be staying,
Ken gave in.

The bridge was pl anned. And pl anned, according to Sam Gaynor's trucul ent
opi nion, with a sound know edge of engineering principles, until he found out
that rla wood was to be used.

"That dammed porous wood..."

"Rla," Ken corrected automatically.

"Erla, then," snapped Gayor, "are too pulpy to hold any weight at all
not to mention a span. Damm fool notion."

"They treat the wood, Sam" Vic Solinari explained. "Don't know with
what, although Harrula tried to explain. But he showed me the coating on the
house tinber and | couldn't crack it with a ball-peen hanmer."

"And the house's owner politely requested himnot to chisel it," Ken
added with a grin at Vic's enbarrassment.

"I hope they know what we're doing," Gaynor said, for he could not
remain long in Hrruban conmpany without titanic sneezing. Mody had treated
Gaynor enpirically with massive antihistam nes but could not isolate the
specific factor w thout exam ning an Hrruban. Such an occasi on had not yet
presented itself.

It worked out by the end of that day that the Terrans would cut tinber
for the footings on their side of the river, the Hrrubans on theirs; the
Hrrubans indicated they already had sufficient tinber cut for the span

The foundations had been dug on both sides when two Hrrubans arrived
with a | arge wooden tub full of a hot gray viscose |iquid.

Taki ng paddl e-1i ke brushes, Hrrula and Hrrestan began to coat the
footing |l ogs, working quickly and taking care not to splash the hot liquid on
their bodies. The logs for the footings were lifted into position by Hrrubans
wearing protective hide gloves. Mire liquid was sl oshed on the now upri ght
pilings. After an arbitrary pause, the Hrubans filled in the dirt around the
footings and turned to the first of the span logs. Again they worked swiftly,
coating the log and then easing it out across the rapid flow of the river
until it was in its assigned place. It was rapidly anchored with tough vines
whi ch were al so painted. The Terrans watched as, after a second pause, Hrrula
tested the log with a judicious claw. Apparently satisfied with the hardening
of the paint, Hrrula astonished everyone by |eaping up and raci ng down the
length of the log to prove its firmess. He then indicated that the Terrans
shoul d exam ne the Hrruban workmanship and duplicate it on their side of the
river.

"It's the sane transparent stuff,” Vic assured Gaynor after he had poked
and scraped, and made no mark. "Tough as a plastic."

"Seal s the wood and strengthens it, huh?" Gaynor murnured, sniffling
constantly as he exam ned the span and the coated footings. "By God, we could
use that wood for pretty nearly all our building needs and not have to wait
for a plastics extruder. Find out how they make that, will you, Ken? And the
rest of you guys, c'non. Let's build our end just the way they did."

"Good? Hmm®?" asked Hrrula, grinning at Reeve as the skiff took the
first load of nen back to their side

"Very good," Ken agreed. "Wat is it by you called?" he asked carefully
in Hrruban.

"Riba," Hrula replied and Reeve groaned.

The 'I' becane liquid but the 'r' took a savage roll and the upward
accent fell on the final vowel.

Hrrunka, another of the Hrrubans whom Ken coul d now recogni ze on sight,
was stirring the rlba, which had been placed over a small fire to keep it at



boiling point. The snell was pungent, rem niscent of the scent exuded by rla
bark when sun-warmed. Hrrunka gestured Ken over, pointed to the rlabans behind
him pantom med boring a hole, the sap running out, heating the sap to boiling
point, brushing it on, waiting an arbitrary time; then, Hrrunka indicated, the
sap hardened conpletely.

By the end of that day, the bridge was conpl eted, twenty-six feet |ong,
seven feet wi de, sturdy enough for the col onists' power sled, constructed of
native materials and with native ingenuity.

Chapter VIII

| NTERFERENCE

"IF -- " AND THE First Speaker's voice projected sharply through the
startl ed hubbub caused by Third's enpassi oned peroration, "we abandon the
pl anet now, with no | ogical explanation for the di sappearance -- and | see no
| ogi cal explanation short of killing our people outright and | eaving their
bodies to be found..."

"Really, sir,"” and Third was on his feet with indignation, "that
solution -- your solution -- is the nmost..."

"Then |l et nme continue!"

The stern disapproval in First's voice effectively quelled Third's
br ashness.

"By | eaving the planet wi thout |ogical explanation for such a retreat,"
and he delicately enphasized that word, stirring long forgotten pride in many
chests, "we invite trouble to cone to us -- here!l At the nonent, we can
contain it there -- " he pointed to the star map and the red-fl agged pl anet
under discussion, it was obviously at a safe distance fromthe honme system
"And we can probe, observe and, above all, think deeply on which course to
pur sue. "

"The Prime Rule already states every single contingency..."

The Third Speaker's reliance on that Rule struck the Chief as totally
i nconsi stent. For a person who constantly quoted platitudes and proverbs, he
showed a remarkably different stripe in a crisis which he couldn't explain
with a trite phrase.

"The Prime Rul e states every contingency-except this one," the Fourth
Speaker in charge of Education interrupted. "As any fool could see," and
Fourth's nostrils twitched with di sapproval "the planet had no evi dence of
sentient |ife when we established our comunities. The project prints out npst
creditable results in the short tinme it has been in effect. I do wi sh, now,
that we had not specified that these units be withdrawn during the long cold
season. The youngsters could just as easily have taken instruction there as
here and we might not have lost the colony."

"We haven't lost it yet," the First Speaker rem nded himgently. "
bel i eve the Ei ghth Speaker has a conmputer analysis of the situation?"

Ei ghth rose and bowed with composure to the assenbl ed before he unfol ded
the tapes in his hand. He scanned them quickly and, with the slightest snile
on his features, placed themcarefully down on the table.

"The data is insufficient for a prognosis,” he said and sat down.

"Insufficient?" Third protested above the polite murnurs of the others.
"How can that be?"

Ei ght rose slightly fromhis chair and passed the tapes across to Third.
He | ooked at them nonplussed, his jaw dropping wth astoni shnent.

"Yes, the data is indeed insufficient," First remarked.

Privately the Chief was twitching with delight. He woul d never have
guessed that the Ei ghth Speaker m ght be on their side, willingly or
unwi I l'ingly guided by the infallible tapes of his computer banks.

"Common sense," First was saying, "deep neditation and -- and these
tapes -- point out the inadvisability of rash noves. Therefore, |let us hear
from Ei ght what additional data rmust be collected before probability curves
can be plotted."

"And you'll abide by that?" Third | eaped on the conproni se.



"OfF course," the First Speaker agreed easily and indicated that the
floor was now Ei ghth's.

"W shall need to know, first of all, the |anguage. | understand strides
are being made in that direction already. It would be hel pful to know their
cultural level, scientific abilities, sone indication of their noral values as
regards famly life, goals, custons..."

"Nonsense," sputtered Third, looking directly at Second who had been
remar kably qui et throughout this neeting. "Wat we need to know is the
strength of their weapons, their space fleet, the position of their hone
worlds, the..."

"That is quite enough, Third! You are interrupting Ei ghth."

"But you aren't dealing with the core of the matter at all, First. You
know you aren't." Third's voice rang with an angry note in which the Chief
detected a ring of fear. "W've got to be able to destroy them before they
can..."

"And who has prated nost of the Prime Rule, Third Speaker?" The anger in
First's tone was not fear-based; it was the indignation of a patient,
overtried man. "Destruction has not been our operational aimin thousands of
years. Let us not retrogress to it in this crisis. Let us, instead, learn as

much as we can of our new friends -- yes, friends, Third, not enem es! For it
woul d be race suicide for us in our present decadence to consider them
anything el se until we have good cause to do so. And I, for one, do not

beli eve we shall have cause.”
"We nust protect our people,” Third insisted, pounding the table with
his fist. "W cannot pernit themto be slaughtered as our teamon .. ."
"Wthdrawal can be effected instantly," Second remarked cal my.
The Chief |onged to speak but could not even catch First's eye
"Can you imagine the effect on our new friends," First continued, al

our people just -- disappeared? They are not unintelligent, for they already
have space travel, and our di sappearance can only precipitate nore specul ation
than we wish. Indeed, |I believe it will be only a matter of tine before one of

t hem adds up the anomali es we have already presented them It is far better
for us to preserve the facade of |owculture post-nonadic..."

"A ridicul ous notion; degrading, a spurious protection..." Third
nmutt ered audi bly.

"Are any of your stripe there?" First asked with mild concern

"OfF course not. More sense than to participate in such an outl andi sh
i dea"

"Consi dering the volunme of space separating us fromthis planet, how
high is the probability of their race finding our home worl d?" Fifth asked
Ei ght h.

Fifth was anot her unknown quantity, the Chief knew, for it was only in
the past year that Fifth had shown an interest in the botanical
pharmaceuti cal and m neral resources of the world. Speci nens had been quickly
procured for his research | aboratories but Fifth had i ssued no reports on his
findi ngs.

"I have run that probability through the conmputer,"” Eighth replied
slowy, "but again, the data is insufficient. W know nothing of the tenacity
and aggressiveness of this race.”

"Whi ch brings us right back to the point under discussion," First
remarked snoothly. "W nust know nore about our new friends. W nust learn to
conmuni cate with them so that we can assess their basic psychol ogi ca
reactions..."

"Such as their ability to build bridges?" Third snapped. "I insist, by
virtue of ny prerogative as Third Speaker for Internal Affairs, that our
peopl e be protected fromthose -- those bareskinned beasts. By forceful neans

i f necessary. Place a defensive screen around that planet..."

"A nmoment, Third," First intervened in a steely voice. "Let us exani ne
the matter calmy."

Third spluttered a monment |onger until it finally bore through to him



that his vehenmence was jeopardi zi ng his cause.

"I have been hasty," he apol ogi zed, "but nmy concern is all for those
val i ant pi oneers, defensel ess agai nst the uni magi nabl e machi nati ons of these
unknown bi peds. "

"Your concern does you credit," First murrmured and then beckoned to
Ei ght h who had been patiently waiting to continue.

"I propose a conpromise until we have amassed sufficient data to plot a
probability curve. Am1 correct in understanding fromthe translation of the
tapes that the fanmilies of these -- bareskins are due to arrive shortly?"

Ei ghth received a confirmation. "l assunme that they al so nust have inforned
their home world of our presence?" The Chief nodded. "Then let us permt the
famly transport to land, for to prevent that would be heartless and woul d

al so hanper one facet of our investigations. However, since we do not yet know
t he psychol ogy of the bareskins, |let us agree that our people be instantly
transported back to their base as soon as any other vehicle is detected
approachi ng the planet."

The instant approval of this concession was so over-whelmng that First,
who foresaw the problens inherent in the conpromse, felt it wiser not to
prot est.

Chapter X

ARRI VAL

SINCE I TS COVPLETI ON t hree days ago, the bridge had had heavy traffic.
The nornings visiting Hrubans were already crossing it. Solinari and MKee
passed them m dway, pausing to say hello, then hurrying on to nmeet their own
gui des. They were off to the groves the Hrrubans cultivated for a rich nut
whi ch they ground for neal. Solinari and McKee had an idea about inporting
seed pods, speculating that the trees m ght be grown hydroponically. They
hoped to get a Food Resources Grant and thus avoid a reduced status when they
returned to Earth.

Reeve pulled on his coverall, aware that his private rum nati ons woul d
make himlate for his own appointnent.

Hrrestan and two unfamliar Hrubans were expecting himat the ness
hall. He had got used to distinguishing the natives by the variations and
shadi ngs of their velvety fur and eye markings. Gaynor night grunble that he
couldn't tell one cat from another, but there were differences in the color of
t he backbone stripe and eye nmarkings al nost as distinct as the onetine
differences in Terran skin shades. Lawence suggested that this m ght be due
to dietary differences rather than tribal or ethnic variations.

Ken hurried out of his cabin, down the trail to the nmess hall, where the
Hrrubans were awaiting himon the porch. He managed to grow out a respectable
Hrruban apol ogy to which Hrrestan replied with courteous denials. Reeve was
delighted to be able to understand every word Hrrestan spoke. Progress in one
direction, at |east.

Hrrestan introduced the ol der of the two men as Hrral and the other
Hrto. Hrral was older than Hrrestan, his body fur so deep a brown it bl ended
wi th the backbone stripe. His face fur was flecked with white, yet there was
no ot her indication of approaching debility in the straight, strong body.

Hrral returned Reeve's carefully enunciated greeting with grave
courtesy.

"Hrral is the elder of our largest settlenent," Hrestan explained. "I
sent nmessages requesting himto visit us at his earliest convenience. Hrrto
lives not far fromHrral and acconpanied him"

Reeve felt his expression of wel come nust be frozen on his face fromthe
shock of Hrrestan's words. Way had it not occurred to anyone before that there
woul d be nore such settlenents on Doona? It shoul d have been obvi ous that
Hrrestan's village could not be an isolated instance of humanoid life. A
trained alienist would have undoubtedly checked that out imrediately. Hell
his training had been in planetary exploitation, not diplomatic rel ations.
Codep was dammed | ucky he'd taken up linguistics at all. At |east sone attenpt



had been made at establishing conmunication. He was a settler, dam it, up
agai nst a situation nowhere nentioned in fifteen years of extensive training.

"It is our way," Hrrestan continued smoothly, "to live in small groups
so that our nunbers are not a burden on game and other resources.”

The horror of his hone Sector's warren-like |evels was superinposed for
an instant over the Hrruban village and sent an additional internal shock
t hrough Reeve. He munbl ed sonet hi ng about their w sdom

"There has been mention made within ny hearing of your sky-traveling
ships," Hrrestan continued. "The young Hrrula says your mates and young wil |
soon be joined with you. Hrral," and here Hrrestan made a curious bow to the
el der, "great as is his learning and long as is his |life has never seen such a
wonder as a ship that travels in the sky."

Hrral seemed afflicted with a cough and his tail tip tw tched.

"This is truly said to you by Hrrestan, Hrral," Reeve replied earnestly
but slowy. "For how el se could nen travel fromone world to another? This is
how we have cone here."

Reeve caught a glinpse of Hrrula' s jaw dropped in silent anmusenent and
wondered frantically what word he had m spronounced.

"I't would be our great pleasure,"” Reeve began to see what Hrrestan was
|l eading up to, "if the noble Hral would remain as our guest until the sky
shi p cones?"

Hrral and Hrrestan exchanged gl ances and Reeve wondered if he had
exceeded his authority in making the invitation. He | ooked around for Hu Shih.
The courtesy and sel f-effaci ng manners of the Hrrubans were considerably nore
in the netropol ogi st's manner than Reeve's. Sonetines Ken felt that he
conpared unfavorably with an untrained Hruban cub with his habit of blurting
out what he thought instead of couching it in the properly el egant phrases.

How the hell did anyone find out anything from Hrubans, he'd like to
know, when you had to |lead up to what you wanted to say fromthe opposite
direction? Sure, they should be finding out all kinds of facts about buri al
techni ques ,child education, status synbols, tribal government, so that
Al rel dep woul d have what it needed. But the formal Hrruban | anguage did not
adapt itself to blunt inquiries. The inquirer -- and Reeve was not alone in
this frustration -- was likely to find hinself involved in a pronunciation
| esson. So often in his dealings with Hrula, Reeve would arrive at the
openi ng he needed to insert a |leading question, only to find hinself invol ved
in a grammar | esson. By the time he had been | ectured on the exceptions to
that particular rule, he had forgotten his question. It never seened
intentional at that time but, in retrospect, Reeve wasn't so sure that the
Hrrubans hadn't discovered an exceptionally deft evasive trick.

Expressing surprised pleasure at the invitation, Hrral argued am ably
with Hrrestan about the great inconvenience to which he would put his host. By
the tine he had reassured Hrral, Reeve found that he was also conmitted to
conducting Hrral around the colonists' installation

They were about to step into the ness hall when both Hrrubans stopped
suddenly, throwi ng their heads up to the sky, their ears tw tching rapidly.
Confused, Reeve scanned the sky to see what could have attracted their
attention. Hrrula was al so standing stock-still, head skyward.

"The eyes of the Hrruban are farseeing," Ken renmarked politely. "My |
know what they see in the sky?"

Hrrestan, his ears still working, his pupils adjusting his vision to
normal range, w dened his nmouth in the Hruban version of a smle

"The sky ship is descendi ng. Observe the sparkling."

Ken peered over the velvety shoul der, glanced al ong the angl e indicated
and, sure enough, a netallic flash appeared in the sky at the tip of the
pointing claw. Faintly now, Ken could hear the boom of retroblasts as the ship
br aked.

It took all Reeve's self-control to keep fromreacting in the idiot way
of the others. Soneone had sense enough to set the air whistle blowing in
report-in sequence. Hu Shih energed excitedly fromthe mess hall, nearly



treading on Hrral's tail in his haste. Reeve managed to make the proper

i ntroductions as the netropol ogi st bowed his apologies. By the time Hu Shih
realized that Hrral came froma distant village, the glint of sun on netal was
constant. The speck that was the ship enlarged noticeably with each passing
second.

"W will not intrude on the reunion of famlies so | ong separated,"”
Hrral denurred, politely, edging away.

He seened in an all-fired hurry to get away suddenly, Reeve thought,
when a noment ago he was so anxi ous to stay. Maybe Hrruban ears couldn't take
t he noi se of descent. Every Hrruban ear was flat against the skull.

"It is a joyous occasion we would share with our new friends," Hu Shih
replied graciously.

"Stay. There is no need to |leave," Hrestan remarked quickly to Hrral
"A great feast has been planned by our wonen to wel cone their wonen."

"Such thoughtfulness will be treasured nenory," Hu Shih answered.

Ramasan cane tearing around the corner of the buil ding.

"Shih, there are -- oh pardon,"” he added in stunbling Hruban. He
pl ucked at the metropol ogist's sleeve to draw himto one side. "Those fenal es
are digging a pit and there are | don't know how many deer carcasses in ny
kitchen -- and | can't understand..."

"Evidently their wonmen wi sh to help prepare the wel coning feast," Reeve
told him

"Ch -- oh," Ramasan nurnured, "there'll be so nmuch to be done -- and
simply don't know enough Hrruban -- " but he dashed off before Hu Shih or Ken

coul d reassure him
Om god, thought Ken with a sudden panic. Al these cats and no one on
board that ship knows about it!

Chapter X

PROBLEM CHI LD

THE G ANT squatty transport ship had nmade planetfall, the event
punctuated by the steamrising fromthe burn-off. The men, nmoving with clunsy
haste, sprayed down the chemi cal neutralizer, then punped water on the fl at
burned ground to hasten cooling. The sooner that was acconplished, the sooner
t heir wormren woul d di senbark. Each man had known that there was no way the ship
could be contacted by Codep and di verted once the exi stence of the natives was
known. Yet everyone had been haunted by the fear that sonehow they m ght be
deni ed even a brief reunion with their famlies.

The ship was a silver exclamation point to their relief and wel cone. As
t he water stopped boiling away, the steam cl eared and the upper lock slid
open, a black eye on the silver skin. Two nen energed, scranbling agilely down
t he passenger steplift. Wth great |eaps they cleared the burn-off area,
| ooki ng around. Hu Shih hastily plowed through the nmen who crowded the
burn-off edge, trying to wave to the wonmen who now filled the open | ock

The captain, swarthy-faced and possessing a bizarre sprouting of facial
hair, frowned at the Hrrubans before he saluted Hu Shih.

He started to speak but could not rmake hinself heard above the babble
caused by the nmen shouting to their w ves aloft.

"Belay it," the captain bellowed with lungs devel oped conmuni cati ng
across blast-off bedlam "Y' can yell yerselves sick, but until | turn ny
papers over to your chief here, no one steps off the ship or onit." He glared
i npersonal ly at everyone before continuing in a nilder tone, "and I'll not
flip a frame forward in the mdst of riot."

The nmen, not without a little grunblings quieted down. Wth a
two-fingered touch to his cap brim the captain handed over a tube of filmto
t he netropol ogi st.

"Al'i Kiachif, commandi ng officer of Codep Ship Astrid, passenger and
cargo mani fests. I'mto request all aid and assistance in unloading to
facilitate ny departure in good order at sunrise,” he runbled off in a bored
voi ce "Anyone we know?" he added in an undertone, jerking a | ong stained thunb



at the Hrrubans.

"Captain Kiachif, an emergency has arisen," Hu Shih began with nuch
t hroat-cl earing, "which may necessitate your remaining..."

"Ch no, nooo," Kiachif countered, palnms up in disagreenment, his brows
hal f - nbons over his very wi de eyes. "None shall detain this courier fromthe
course of his carefully plotted and closely allotted tour. |I'm due at Codep
Provi si onary Pl anet nunber oh-who the-hell-cares. And |I'm | eaving tonorrow,"
he rolled his eyes heavenward, "with an enpty ship because that's the way ny
orders're cut. In the meantine, if you had a little -- alittle -- " his voice
trailed of f expressively.

"This way, Captain Kiachif," Hu Shih hastily indicated, gesturing toward
the mess hall.

"We can't unload the livestock, Shih," Ben protested, blocking their

pat h.

"Whaddya nmean -- you can't unload the livestock?" Kiachif demanded,
scowming fiercely. "You gotta I'mto pick up rare nmetal ingots on that
godf or saken provi sionary hell."

"That's the emergency," Hu Shih repeated urgently. "It is only a matter
of hours, |I'msure, before we will receive orders from Codep. They w ||
undoubt edly include our instant renmoval fromthis planet."

The captain shot a stunned gl ance back at his ship, frowned bl ackly at
t he Hrrubans and then brandi shed his order tapes.

"What shall it be? Leave your famlies and all here -- or dunp 'em off
in the mning donme of a chlorine world? You know how bi g dones are and what
sort of man is sentenced there. You' ve got the choice, because | have none.
That rare ore has to be taken to Elerell 4."

There was no doubt that the feisty Kiachif would do exactly as he
t hreatened, though it seened an irrational and inflexible stand to take,
consi dering the emergency.

The upshot was that the unl oadi ng began. Questions fromthe wonen, who
were startled at seeing the Hrubans, had to be given short shrift. Everyone,
with the exception of the three smallest children, was pressed into service in
t he unl oadi ng.

Ken found hinmself |eading a groggy nare down the gangway and realized
that he had never touched a live horse in his life. The nmare's velvet hide was
warmto his touch and it exuded a pungent odor not at all unpleasant, though
intangibly different fromthat of the herd beasts he had sl aughtered here. She
had been blind-folded and was trenbling, her hooves daintily seeking footing
on the ranp with a nervous grace that fascinated Ken. She snorted, tossing her
head and, not know ng what else to do, Ken spoke to her reassuringly, patting
her neck with tentative strokes, uncertain whether she would resent being
t ouched.

"Lead her forward, man, she won't break," MKee yelled behind him He
and Ben were the only two who had had any direct experience with the Terran
animals. "Hiyup, girl," MKee added, swatting the nare with the end of the
hal ter rope he hel d.

Wth an indignant squeal, the mare | eapt forward and Reeve, hangi ng on
instinctively, ran with her down the ranp.

"I"ll make a horseman of you, Ken, if there's time," MKee said as he
trotted his mare beside Ken.

"I'f I may assist, Rrev," hissed Hrula softly at Ken's el bow

The Hrruban, although he addressed Reeve with his innate courtesy, had
eyes only for the mares. Wth a sure instinct the Hrruban | et the nervous
horse snell his hand while he soothed her with a soft purr. Before Reeve
realized it, he had relinquished the rope to Hrrula and the mare, cal ner now,
was being led away toward the plastic shed that would serve as a tenporary
bar n.

"Hey, Reeve, here's soneone for you,"
turning, he saw Pat flying toward him

Bet ween ki sses and i ncoherent nonosyllables, Ken got the inpression the

he heard Lawrence yell and,



voyage here had been horrible for a reason he was unable to fathom The fee
of Pat's body agai nst himand the touch of her lips, the spicy snell of her
was too nuch for himto pay close attention to anything she was sayi ng.

"You've got to listen to ne," she insisted, pulling out of his grasp,
just as a shrill shriek sounded right behind him

Startled, he wheeled to see the stallion, groggy as he was from
decel eration, lunge out of the ship. Throwi ng Pat to one side out of the
horse's way, Ken nmade a frantic grab for the trailing halter rope. He m ssed,
thrown heavily down in the dust by the force of the stallion's passing. As he
junped up, he saw sonmeone flash past him Hrrula, with speed and an agility he
had not previously exhibited, raced after the animal. He snagged the trailing
rope and, stopping with incredible abruptness, yanked downward on the |ead,
jerking the stallion's head down and back. The horse reared in protest, bucked
and backed as Hrrula, going hand over hand up the rope, reached the horse's
head to cal m hi m

Ben met Hrrula as he led the stallion to the stable and tal ked earnestly
to him with the result that Hrula assisted with the rest of the |ivestock.

Pat, dusting Ken off, blurted out what all the wonen rmust be asking.

"Who are they? They're not mentioned in the reports. \Wat happened?"

"The question is what happens now?" Ken answered bitterly. "What are we
doing here, if they are here?"

"Ch, Ken," Pat cried with a rush of horrified conprehension. "W can't
go back to Terra. | couldn't stand it." She clung frantically to him

"Honey, get a hold of yourself, you're here -- today, at least," Ken
tried to reassure her; anything to wi pe the stricken | ook fromher face.

"Ken!" Victor called urgently. "Transl ation, please!"

"Ken, don't go. Not yet," Pat cried, desperately hanging onto his arm

"Honey, later. Later we can talk," and he pulled away to join Solinari
who was trying to explain to three Hrrubans where he wanted themto put
specially marked crates.

Ken had no time that nmorning for nore than a qui ck wel come hug for Il sa,
who was then taken off to check crate nunbers at the storehouse.

On the whole, Ken was proud of all the wonmen and children. Wth no tine
for nore than the briefest explanations, and no reassurances for their future,
t he wonen worked right beside the Hrrubans, smling and gesticul ati ng where
words were not available. The children were trying very hard not to stare at
tails that flicked out of the way of bouncing crates or stunbling feet, but
gave no sign of fear. The last bundles, personal |uggage, were being handl ed
out of the cargo holds when Reeve, standing near the steplift, saw Kate Modody,
t he col ony pediatrician, descending. She was having a time, holding onto the
rail of the lift and the struggling child in her arnms. Reeve wondered why the
hell she just didn't put the kid on his feet. Then he noticed Ilsa waiting for
Kate, a strained |ook on her little face.

When Kate reached the ground, she still did not rel ease her charge but
asked Il sa a question. The girl pointed toward Ken, and Kate, grimfaced,
pl owed forward to him

Her face was a study of professional neutrality as she approached, but
her strong hands were very busy defending the softer parts of her body from
the thrashing arms and | egs of her burden. Wth a heave, she deposited the
fierce little boy in Ken's arns.

"This, Ken Reeve, is yours," she said with a great sigh of relief.
"We've all had our turns with himand he is now yours, all yours. You'll have
to take my word for it that it is absolutely unfair for you to turn himover
to his mother now. Which is probably what you may feel you should do. The one
thing Pat needs is a rest fromhim™"

"I don't understand,"” Reeve exclained as he held the rigid little body.

"It won't take you long, believe nme," Kate retorted, her brown eyes
f |l ashi ng.

In wonder, Reeve | ooked down at his son's face. Solemn bl ue eyes
regarded himfroma narrow triangul ar face. The strong jaw was set



obstinately, lips firmy pressed together in a thin line. The direct challenge
in the child s expression was curiously adult and definitely wary.

"You probably don't remenber nme," Ken began tentatively, disconcerted by
t he apprehensive rigidity of the young body. Kate had wal ked qui ckly away w th
Il sa.

"You' re supposed to be ny father. They said they were turning nme over to
you as soon as they | anded," said a defiant voice.

The dead silence that foll owed was pregnant with childish challenge.
There was no doubt in Ken's mnd that he had been held as a threat to subdue
the child and he resented this trenmendously.

"And what am | supposed to do with you?" asked Reeve, trying vainly for
the proper reassuring attitude. It was inconprehensible to himwhy supposedly
wel | -trai ned personnel had descended to such tactics, poisoning his reunion
with his son.

"Make me behave," Todd replied flatly, jerking his chin belligerently
f or war d.

"Well," Reeve began, hoping to redeemthe situation, "I can inmagine it
was tough on a small space like a ship but for a while anyhow, you've got a
whol e planet to play in and -- " he trailed off because the small body, which
had begun to | oosen, stiffened again. Todd | ooked fixedly over Reeve's
shoul der. He held that position for a nonment and then began to squirm

oligingly, Reeve let himdown, turning to see what had attracted such
absorbed attention. Todd made a beeline toward Hrral, who was talking to
Hrrula by the corral. Reeve anbled after himwhen Pat, wld-eyed, rushed past
himto intercept the child s line of march. For a march it was. There was
definite purpose in the boy's attitude.

"Stop him Ken," Pat screaned. "There's no telling what he'll do."

Puzzl ed but spurred by Pat's frantic concern, Ken started to jog. Todd
had a good headstart and, before either parent reached him he had gone
straight up to Hral, taken that worthy's inviting tail in both hands and
pul l ed as hard as he coul d.

Pat stopped, shocked, covering her eyes with her hands. Appalled by his
son's action, Ken swooped the child up in his arm administering a sharp swat
on the buttocks. Todd becane an unmanageabl e tangle of arms and legs, flailing
in all directions, deternminedly trying to free hinmself fromhis parent's
grasp.

Pat raced up to Hrral, her whol e body portraying her apol ogy and horror.

"Tell him Ken, tell him They say you speak his |anguage, tell him"
Pat wai | ed.

"My mate begs earnestly that you forgive the inexcusable attack on your
person by our child," Ken said as he struggled to control Todd's contortions.

A threshing foot caught himpainfully in the groin and Ken reacted by
slapping the child's face with a little nore force than he intended. The boy
went rigid, solem, defiant blue eyes regarded himw th stunned hurt.

"It is the nature of the very young to be curious about all manner of
things," replied Hral graciously, flicking his tail around his toes. CQut of
the corner of his eye, Reeve saw Hrrula do the sane. "Since your race has no
caudal appendage, it is natural for himto wish to i nspect mne."

""What's he saying, Ken? Has Toddy done it again?" cried Pat nervously.

"Fortunately he's understandi ng about the very young," Reeve reassured
her. To Hrral he expressed deep gratitude for the elder's attitude. Then he
excused hinself and he and Pat nmarched without a word toward their plastic
cabi n.

"He certainly couldn't know he was doi ng wong, Pat," Ken tenporized as

t hey wal ked.
"Ch, don't be too sure about that," Pat contradicted bitterly. "If he
wasn't the image of your father, | could swear | had given birth to a

changel i ng. "
"Pat!" exclaimed Ken, astonished at her vehenence.
Pat stopped and turned to her husband, her fists on her hips.



"I kept hoping that he'd i nprove once he understood we were | eaving
Earth. And for a while at the Codep Bl ock, he was al nrbost human. But the mnute
we got on board -- " she paused, her eyes round with distressed tears. "That
child has been the bane of the whole journey. There isn't a person who hasn't
had trouble with him They had to double the watch on the drive room contro
room and hydroponics section. The engineer finally put a special tinme |ock on
our cabin. We couldn't leave it fromseven at night til eight the next
nmorni ng. During the day, either an adult or one of the older children was

assigned to watch himevery single blessed mnute -- in four-hour shifts.
There isn't one of us that isn't bruised by his kicking and pi nching. Kate has
tried tranquilizers, sleep training, everything. He is -- he's -- he's

incorrigible!" and Pat whirled to | ean agai nst the nearest tree trunk in
tears.

"Kate's a psychol ogi st, why didn't she..."

"Kate had to give up!" Pat gulped. "W all have, fromthe captain to the
swabber, fromthe eldest child on down. He sinply doesn't think |ike any
normal child."

In the process of trying to confort his wife, Ken put Toddy down. The
nonment she felt Ken's arns around her, she whirled in terror

"Don't let himgo," she screaned in panic, pointing over his shoul der
Ken | ooked; the sturdy boy was meking tracks right back to Hrral and Hrrul a.

"CGotcha," cried a passing crewran as he snagged Todd. "Not |ike the
norni ng you got into the conmunications spares, huh" and he grinned
sardoni cally as he handed Todd back to his father

After much debate with Pat and still not quite sure why such precautions
were necessary, Ken carefully locked Todd in his roomand went back to work.

"Are you sure he can't break that wi ndow?" she asked anxi ously.

"Hon, it's the toughest plastic extruded. Besides, | smacked hi mhard
enough so | doubt he'll risk nore of the sane."

Pat, only partially reassured, was then pressed into service by Kate
Moody to check nedi cal supplies. Ken watched her slimbody for a few nonents
before he resumed his own task

He would play a very active father role, he told hinself, for the boy
had obvi ously mi ssed the masculine father figure. Ilsa had al ways been
socially well oriented and confornable. Then Ken had to attend to checking the
bills of Iading.

Dam Kiachif for putting themto this wasted effort. He could have had
all these hours with Pat.

When he had finally located the elusive crates on his manifests, he took
the papers up to the ness hall where the captain and his supercargo had set up
a tenporary office. Kiachif, the super, Ben Adjei, Gaynor and MKee were
grouped around the table. Only the super appeared concerned with the problens
of unl oadi ng.

"Don't know why | bother. Ridicul ous waste," the supercargo munbl ed as
he scrawled his initials on the sheets, "It'lIl all have to be burned when you
| eave but I'd never hear the last of it if |I didn't get 'emall checked
Though how they'd know if it hadn't been checked is utterly beyond ne."

Ken stared at himin annoyance and disli ke.

"Yes, | agree," Captain Kiachif was saying, "that it night be nore
sensible for me to wait for the hom ng capsule. But, my friends, | have a
schedul e. Nasty things, schedules. Particularly a closely figured one |ike
mne. It's so close there's not so much as a sneeze computed in between hops.

So |'ve got no choice. I've got to keep it, discovery of natives -- which I
agree is no sneeze -- notw thstanding. And frankly," Kiachif jerked his chin
down onto his chest and peered around at the listening circle, "if you get

what | mean, it's to your advantage to let ne depart on the sneezel ess
schedul e. "

"You mean, it'd take you that rmuch longer to figure on touching down
here again," MKee said hopefully.

"Ah, you get what | mean," grinned the captain.



"But, Captain, certainly you see the unusual circunstances..." Hu Shih
began persuasively.

"Shih," MKee interrupted, clearing his throat, "what the good captain
means is, if he waits and we get a clear-out, we have to clear out. If he's
al ready gone, they have to send us another ship and that'll give us nore tine
here, and Macy sniled brightly at everyone.

"Exactly what worries me, gentlemen,” Hu Shih said with uncharacteristic
sternness. "We may do untold prejudicial harmto a delicate situation. None of
us is trained in establishing the proper contact with an indi genous
popul ation."

"I'"d say you'd done all right, if you get what |I mean," Kiachif
comment ed, waving at the scene outside where Hrrubans and Terrans wor ked
easily together, covering stacked crates with plastic cocoons

"W have, it is true, established an outwardly harnonious rel ationship,"”
Hu Shi h agreed cautiously, "but we are also forced by circunstance to expose a
| ess advanced race prematurely to certain aspects of our culture which my
wel | jeopardize their proper evolution."

"They' ve exposed us to a few aspects of their culture that make ours
| ook sicker than it is," MKee rem nded the colony chief drily.

"Look, Hu Shih," Kiachif said, rubbing his chin thoughtfully, "you guys
work like trolls for three hundred days, with nothing worse to deal with than
the I ocal carnivores, because Codep has said this planet's uninhabited. Okay,
Codep goofed. You didn't. You're here, you' ve got your famlies -- if you see
what | mean." He cocked his head, his eyes glinting as a knowing snile parted
his thin lips. It faded abruptly as the captain sighed in patient
exasperation. "l see you don't see what | nean," and he pointed significantly
at the distant hills.

"Ch, no. Absolutely no," Hu Shih declared as he suddenly grasped the
Captain's neani ng. "W nust | eave when Codep's orders arrive, for that is the
honorable thing to do."

The captain's hooded eyes narrowed slightly and one stained index finger
specul atively scratched a hairy cheek

"Why?" Kiachif draw ed.

"Wy, because of the Principle of Non-Cohabitation

"Why?" Kiachif repeated stubbornly.

"Because of the Siwannese, man," MKee snapped inpatiently. The captain
was pointing out an alternative that was all too tenpting.

"Why, because of the Siwannese?" Kiachif pursued ruthlessly. "That
Si wannah affair happened over two hundred years ago. And they were dolts,

t hose Siwannese, anyway."

A shocked silence filled the roomat such irreverence.

"Aaah, by the walloping widow, you' ve all been taken in," the captain
scof fed. Hitching his jacket up on his shoulders, he planted both forearns on
the tabl e and | eaned earnestly forward.

"So one paranoid race comrits mass suicide and the tender conscience of
our planet backs away forever fromthe chall enge of contact with any
intelligent species." H's scathing | ook called themall cowards. "Have ye

never wondered what'll happen when we meet our equal s? Ch, none such as those
donesticated cat creatures. But our real equals. What'll the tender-m nded do
t hen? Humph. | suppose it'll be our turn to conmt ritual suicide. Not that

that's not what all the | and-siders are doing right now, crowding everyone
into lifetime coffin-sized rooms,"” he snorted contenptuously. "If you get what
I nean."

"You forget, Captain,” Hu Shih said gently, pressing his fingertips
toget her, "that the Tragedy at Siwannah nust be the | ast outrage our race
perpetrates against a helpless mnority. It nmust be the | ast one. W have so
many to regret starting with the Egyptian treatment of the wandering Semitic
tribes, the decimtion of the Caribs, the annihilation of the Amerinds, the
German nmassacre of the Jews, the Chinese Attenpt in 1974, the Black Riots of
1980. One goes on indefinitely until the Amal gamati on of 2010 which was



probably bl oodi er than any previous pogrom W are all products of that
decision fromwhich we retain only ethnic surnanes,” and Hu Shi h's graceful
wave included everyone. "It isn't reassuring to wonder what further terrible
i nci dents man woul d have on his conscience with such a background were he not
restrained by the Principle.”

"Yechk!" Kiachif said derisively. "Pure luck. Wuldn't have happened on
any other planet!" H s stained finger pointed accusingly at the metropol ogist,
who regarded it with hypnotic fascination. "And it wouldn't have resulted in
such stupidity as that fool Principle if Terra hadn't just recovered fromthat
nasty Amal gamati on. The stabbing finger swung 180 degrees and shook out the
wi ndow at the busy scene on the Common. "D ye think those cats woul d have
curried their fur and placidly lain dowmn to die? No! Far better for our poor
over-packed planet if we'd nmet themfirst." Kiachif's eyes widened to
incredible circles of white, enphasized by the regular half-circle of black
eyebrows. "Have any of you," he asked softly in a sudden switch of nood, his
eyes narrowed again, "ever read the transcript of the Si wannach? Wat ?
Ssshuuu, " Kiachif whistled in disgust. Up went his hands in a gesture of
exasperation, one descending with a loud clap to his knee, the other to
resumng its renorsel ess probing.

"So! You nmust know you were being drugged into automatons on Earth. You
certainly risked the indignities that they al ways heap on Inactives, in order
to get away. But," the finger jabbed toward Reeve, then McKee and finally to
t he netropol ogi st, "you don't rouse yourselves enough to question what you've
been taught. You hate a cranped, machi ne-nmade existence but don't question why
you have to endure it. You question the enptiness of life but not why you have
to wait so long for an opportunity to leave it. And you never question why
this doesn't change. There have to be changes in a world if it's to grow --
and | don't nean spread out -- | mean grow up -- you see what | nean?" The
captain's voice was cajoling. "Haven't you ever really | ooked at the
begi nni ngs of those idiotic restrictions?"

"I have read the original Siwannach transcripts, Captain," Hu Shih said,
gently firm" And | know to what you refer; that one little phrase that sone
bel i eve was innocently m spronounced. That one little phrase that caused a
whol e race of profoundly gentle, devout people to comrit suicide. It is a case
in point of what | have always said: no adult ever really |earns the nuance
and rhyt hm of anot her |anguage perfectly." He sighed deeply. "At |east the
Amal gamati on provi ded one common | anguage in which all express thensel ves,
even as the ancient Chi nese phil osopher Lao Tze suggested 6500 years ago.
However," and Hu Shih held up one slender hand, a contrast to the |arge
blunt-fingered fist of Kiachif, "it was not only regret at such an occurrence
and a desire to avoid a repetition which pronpted the Non-Cohabitation
Principle. It was the feeling that the greedy acquisition of nore planets on
which to spread the products of our then uncontrolled breeding was not the
real answer to our problem It was the know edge that we have no right to take
away from anot her species their own peculiar road toward self-fulfillnent.

What role might the Amerinds have played in history if the white nan had not
weakened them wi th neasl es and smal | - pox and whi sky? What tragedi es night have
been avoided if the black man had not been wrenched fromhis own continent by
gol d-hungry exploiters? On, the list of intentional atrocities is so long. No,
and the gentle voice was as inexorable as Kiachifs histrionics, "the

Non- Cohabitation Principle is a sound one, a just one and, to ny great shane,
we have broken it. That is why we nust perpetrate no | asting harmon these

pl easant friendly people.”

"The captain is also right, Shih," MKee put in quietly. "He has to
follow his schedule. That nmeans we stay until Codep recalls us, if you get
what we nean."

Hu Shih drew hinsel f up and | ooked so di sapprovi ng that MKee bl anched
and dropped his eyes.

"I get what you mean, Macy. And | repeat -- we | eave when we are ordered
to. And if that homi ng capsule arrives before tonorrow s blast-off, we |eave



t onmor r ow. "
The netropol ogi st did not see the not-if-I-can-avoid-it expression of
Ki achifs face.

"Super," the Captain boomed out to break the awkward pause, "all your
papers in order? I'mgetting m ghty hungry for what snells |ike honest-injun
food. By the Great Horned Toad, that aroma's killing nme," and he drewin a
massi ve breath fromthe open wi ndow "If you get what | nean!"

Chapter Xl
THE FEAST

THE HUGE BONFI RE burned with a bl uish-purple, orange-tipped flane,
[ighting the Commobn spectacularly. Trestle tables had been set up and hastily
i mprovi sed benches had been extruded from plastic scrounged fromthe ship's
supplies. To nmen long celibate there was the wonderful presence of wonen,
conm ng and goi ng between the ness hall and the barbecue pit. There Ranasan
presided over the spit with the huge prong-horned urf buck slain by the joint
efforts of Hrruban and Terran hunters for the occasion. Torches noved down the
| ong sl ope from Saddl e Ri dge, across the river, as still nmore Hrrubans canme to
the feast. As the firelight threw shadows of grotesque parodies, Ken wondered
that there were so many Hrrubans in the one vill age.

The wonen had pitched into the preparations with a determ nation that
proved they were avoiding all thought of the future and its problenms. Ken was
not the only man grateful for fem nine reticence, and thankful to whatever
instinct pronpted themto make this night one to renenber.

Aurie Gaynor, as if to make up for her husband's allergy, stood at the
bridge to wel come the Hrruban guests.

Julie O Gady and the Col onel's Lady, whoever they were," she had flung
at Lee Law ence when she volunteered herself. "And if | can't purr, | can
radiate charm wit and personality.”

Phyllis Hu, a delicate-appearing wonan with | unm nous beauty, had taken a
rapturous inventory of the available supplies of |ocal produce. She told
Ramasan he had been chef | ong enough and to please go turn that buck so it
woul dn't char. She'd handle the rest. Imagine, letting a man fool with rea
f ood.

Akosua Adjei and Ann Eckerd (known as Anneck to distinguish her from
Anne Solinari) took charge of setting up dining facilities. Sally Law ence
unpacked her treasured guitar and Ezra Mody proved how successfully he had
been able to use local aninmal gut to restring his violin. Dot MKee and her
twi n teenage daughters vol unteered as scullery crew

Aurie Gaynor sent a message to Ken Reeve that the Hrruban wonmen were
conmng | aden with food and what did one do?

"Just show them where to set the stuff down," Reeve told young Bill
Moody. "Wth the exception of two tubers and some |ocal fungi, we tolerate the
same foods. And, Bill, those round purplish nuts are the best eating on this
world or the next."

Reeve had settled hinmself with Dautrish and Hu Shih and they were
shortly joined by the captain and the supercargo.

"Li ke the old-timey pioneer days in the nineteenth century, if you get
what | mean," the captain was saying as the men watched the well-organized
chaos around them "How nuch of this |ocal snokable you got on hand, M.
Bot ani st ?" he asked Dautrish, relishing the taste in his pipe.

"Well, not a great deal. The Hrrubans don't snoke," Dautrish began. "I
gather it has medicinal properties for themrather than -- whatever you cal
snoki ng. "

"I feel,"” Hu Shih remarked, "the evening supplies its own pl easant

i ntoxicants of good food taken in the presence of |oved ones | ong m ssed, and
of newfound friends."

"I get what you nean," Kiachif agreed with patient resignation

Qut of a pool of darkness cast by a small shrub, Hrrestan and Hrra
stepped toward them Reeve rose inmediately and introduced the two Hrrubans to



Ki achi f and the supercargo. As he stepped aside to allow the two elders to
seat themnsel ves, Reeve caught sight of Hrral's tail carefully curling under
the bench, and renenbered his son

"Cood Lord, that child's still locked in his room" he exclained with
guilty renorse

Hrral's wide mouth dropped in the Hrruban grin.

"But no, he has found that the tails of our cubs also do not come off.
He was at the bridge and hinself nade a personal inspection. O so | am
i nforned. "

Reeve felt suddenly sick

"How can | -- " he began apol ogetically.

Hrrestan grinned and Hrral held up his hand politely to interrupt Reeve.

"He does not trouble, and our own young are curious that he has no tail
| believe the young of both races will be friendly together in the way of the
young. "

"Young Master Todd in trouble agai n?" boomed the captain, his eyes
sparkling with amusenent, for he couldn't have understood the interchange.

Heartily enbarrassed, Ken related Todd's breach of etiquette and his own
renmedy.

"What | don't understand is how he could get out of that |ocked room™
Ken fini shed, puzzl ed.

"Perhaps Pat let himout," Dautrish suggested.

The captain's chuckle started deep in his belly. The super regarded his
captain with disgust. "That young nman won't be kept within any bounds. It's a
jolly good thing, mster," and the pipe was waggl ed at Reeve, "that he has a

whol e planet in which to range. He'll need it, and you will too, if you get
what | nmean.”
"Todd' Il get what | nean," replied Ken grimy, determined not to allow a

six-year-old' s precocity to stride roughshod over an entire col ony.

The supercargo's snort of derision spoke volunmes for Ken's good
i ntentions.

"Is it pernmitted to ask whether they speak of your young one?" asked
Hrrestan politely.

"To ny enmbarrassnent, yes," Reeve replied

"Speak of the devil," the supercargo grow ed and two small figures
stal ked out of the shadows. One was an Hrruban cub, a full head taller than
his Terran conpani on Reeve recognized himinstantly as the taller of the two
ball players he had met in the woods. The cub's tail was wapped around the
wai st of young Todd Reeve.

Ken sat down weakly as the two marched directly up to Hrrestan.

"This one is sad, father, the Hrruban cub said, "because he has no tai
and wi shes mne. | have told himI| cannot give himm ne. He asked where | got
it and | told him So he asked nme to take himto nmy father so you could give
hima tail, too."

The hunor of the request evidently did not escape the cub but he made
his recital solemly.

"Hrriss, ny son, you have great kindness," Hrrestan replied with equa
solemity. He put his armaround Hriss. "But tell me, since you do not speak
hi s | anguage nor he yours, how did you understand his desire?"

The cub | ooked surprised. "He is understandable,” he said finally with a
shrug of his narrow shoul ders.

"I want a tail," said Todd, suddenly vocal and, after a |onging | ook at
Hrrestan's appendage, he |l eaned trustingly against the elder's thigh.

"Littl e one, we cannot always have what we want," Hrrestan said,
circling Todd's shoulders with his other arm

"Hrrestan said -- " Ken started to translate.

"I heard him" Todd interrupted bluntly.

"How can you? You don't know his | anguage,"
tinged with anger.

Todd turned his head to look at his father, his lips pursing with

Ken demanded, his words



di sgusted exasperation for adult obtuseness. "All you have to do is listen to
him" he expl ai ned reasonably.

The captain guffawed so hard he choked on the snmoke he had just inhal ed.
The supercargo pounded himon the shoul der blades until the captain was
reduced to a weak, weeping rasp of a |augh

"All -- you -- have to -- do is listen, the child says,
finally managed to get out.

the captain

"Hrriss," Hrrestan said, releasing both boys and turning themtoward the
Conmon, "take Zodd (he could not quite naster the labial stop of the "T') and
pl ay together, listening carefully to each other. That is the way to make
friends -- to listen.”

The two noved off without a comment, Hrriss's tail tucked around Todd's
wai st .

"Your youngest will gather much credit for you,"
turning around to the adults.

Reeve set his jaw against a swift flash of jealousy that Todd woul d so
easily accept the native and disregard his own father

"Hrriss shows the wi sdomof an adult," he nanaged to say, politely
turning the conplinent.

"If I were you, mister," Kiachif said, having cleared his |ungs and
stopped wheezing, |1'd let the catnen raise that young nman of yours. He's a
t hrowback in nore'n those blue eyes of his. He needs room

"Are you suggesting | can't control my son?"

The captain guffawed wheezingly and the supercargo gave a short bark of
derisive laughter. At this nmonent, Pat, wld-eyed, cane rushing up to Ken.

Hrrestan remar ked,

"Ch, Ken, |'ve |ooked everywhere. Todd's broken out of his room | nean,
really broken out. That w ndow -- the whole frame was unscrewed."

Grabbi ng her hands to cal m her, Ken reassured her.

"He was just here, and he's in good -- hands, Pat," Ken said, feeling

nore and nore antagonistic toward the subject of son Todd with each passing
second.

"You mean, we've got a tail on him" the captain expl oded, roaring at
his own witticism "If you get what | nean," and he di ssol ved i nto anot her
par oxysm of | aughter.

Ken hal f-turned, about to pounce on the captain, when the air whistle
cut across the babel in the Common, and Phyllis Hu announced over the
| oudspeaker that the feast was now ready to be served.

Under cover of the cheer of approval, Pat pulled Ken back to her, giving
hima nmonent to get his anger and resentnent under control.

Chapter Xl |

RESCUE

"DADDY, DADDY," said a soft voice in his ear. Ken roused hinself from
the I ovely depths of sleep to the urgent tug at his shoul der. "Daddy, please
wake up," cried Ilsa, an alnost hysterical note of pleading in her voice.

"Whassa matter, |lsa?" he asked, blinking his eyes into focus.

"Todd's got |oose,"” she said, her little face contorted with her
concern. She was winging her hands in an unconscious initation of her nother
Ken groaned and struggled to a sitting position. Reaching out, he
dragged the coverall fromthe foot of the bed and started to struggle into it.

" 'S not your fault, Ilsa, 's not your fault," he reassured his
daughter. "Get in with your nother."

He slipped into his boots and, snatching up a jacket against the coo
dawn air and a rifle agai nst any carnivores who m ght not yet have nmade their
kill, he lurched out of the cabin.

The brisk nmorning air was pungent with many snells: the lingering aroma
of last night's barbecue, the wood fire still glowing in the pit; the scent of
fresh water mists rising fromthe river, the cinnanmony flavor of the forest
behi nd hi m warmed by Doona's orange sun. Reeve blinked the | ast of sleep from
his eyes and surveyed the Conmon.



Trestle tables dotted the green but the debris of the feast had been
cl eared away. The area had a forlorn | ook conpared with his nmenory of the
crowmded jollity of last night. A few oddnments of tableware could be seen in
out - of -t he-way pl aces, shadow hidden fromthe cl eani ng squad. For a
non- al coholic evening, it had been a very high-spirited one.

Todd was nowhere in sight, in any direction. Reeve sneezed sharply as he
trotted across the Common to the ness hall. Equipping hinmself with severa
rounds of ammunition and a pair of binoculars, he set out toward the bridge.

Takes no nental strain to guess where that little bugger is headed,
Reeve t hought. And the Hrrubans got to bed a lot later than we did. No one

will be glad to see that snot-nosed idiot at this hour.
During the evening, Todd had found a |l ength of rope sonewhere. He had
hacked at the end until it resenbled the tuft of an Hrruban tail, and then

attached it to his pants. It had dragged, a pathetic imtation, in the dirt
behi nd him When Reeve had | ooked for the child at nidnight, he had found him
"tail' in hand, and Hrriss's tail curled around his waist, the two fast asleep
in each other's arns. It had been an unsettling sight for Reeve. For the first
time, he saw his son's face unguarded, his brow rel axed fromits habitua
frown, his mouth in a gentle, unstubborn line, the long dark | ashes outlined
on the fair cheek. Todd | ooked the six-year-old he was, sweet, young and

t horoughly | ovable. A responding chord of paternal affection was touched in
Reeve's heart and he felt the desire to | ove and protect this exasperating
child. Cradling the linmp warmbody in his arns, tail and all, Reeve had
carried Todd to his bed, kissing himas he laid the bl ankets snugly around
him Toddy, stirring in his sleep, had sniled with contentnent.

It wasn't paternalismthat stirred Reeve now, nor any affection for the
child who woul d pull such a stunt. Plain resentnent boiled in Reeve for having
to get up before he had to.

Sure enough, in the dust on the other side of the Bridge, Reeve found
the wiggling line of the rope tail, a wi spy giveaway, aim ng spang toward the
ridge and the vill age.

He sure keeps his eyes open, Reeve grunted, but would the child, in his
si ngl e-m nded march on the village, have the sense to | ook out for other
dangers? A pang of fear stabbed at Reeve as he thought of what nmarks the
bearli ke nda cl aw woul d make in that tender body. Todd woul d have no def ense
against the nda's lightning attacks, nor any warning of its silent-footed
approach. Reeve consoled hinself with the thought that the ndas had not been
seen in the lower valley since the bridge had been built. The constant traffic
had driven the urfa, the nda's usual prey, away fromthis end of the valley.
Maybe all the ndas had foll owed.

But Doona had other traps, |like the rroamal vine or the poisonous red
sser which snelled deceptively sweet. Reptiles, too, had been catal ogued,
venonous spiders the size of dinner plates, and invertebrates, exuding oily
subst ances whi ch stung agoni zi ngly.

Anxi ously, Reeve plunged up the slope, purposefully noisy in the hope
that he might startle any stal king carnivore. He had to check his forward rush
at the first dusty clearing, half a mle up the slope, for he no | onger
followed the straggly mark of the dragging tail. Cursing, Reeve retraced his
steps through the grasses, fearful of seeing the signs of a struggle. He cried
out with relief when he saw the indentation in the grass where a snall
creature had passed. For some reason, Todd had struck out in a westerly
direction, paralleling the river. His trail led away fromthe high saddl e of
the ridge, to the woods that bordered the river

It nade sense, Reeve admitted. The child woul d see the slope to the
ridge as a real obstacle. He couldn't know that the ridge was a nore direct
route to the village. And he wouldn't know that those woods were far nore
dangerous. Reeve noved forward at a jog. Maybe he shoul d have roused soneone
el se to help himsearch, but how could he know the child would have such a
headstart. What on earth drew the boy so powerfully to the Hrrubans?" Surely
not just a tail? Such an instant affinity!



Last night it had been anusing to see Todd's intent little face,
absorbing Hrriss's vol ubl e explanations of this and that. Todd, one hand
al ways on Hrriss's tail, would nod seriously. Then the two would indulge in
mld westling or another of the games all children seem born know ng. But,
Christ, did the brat have to get up two hours before dawn to pick up where
sl eep had overtaken himthe night before?

Reeve forced hinself to sl ow down as he approached the underbrush at the
edge of the woods. It would never do for himto fall into one of the very
obstacl es he worried Todd night find. The child had wal ked up and down here,
trying to get through. The opening Todd had found was not w de enough for
Reeve. Carefully he exam ned both sides and saw no vines or thorny bushes. He
pressed back the foliage with the rifle butt and stepped through. Then
stopped. The ground, covered by the porous-tree needle nmulch, retained no
marks as did the dirt or grasses. Todd had cone through at this point, but
where had he gone from here?

Think like a six-year-old, Reeve told hinself. Yeah but Todd doesn't.
Wll, there's the line of |east resistance, Reeve decided, and made off in as
straight a line toward the village as the intervening trees pernmtted.

The terrain sloped down to the river, always visible through the trees.
Now, would Todd try the bank? Reeve shook his head, anger for his son's
truancy gai ni ng ascendance over his fear for his safety. Well, | can see the
river bank fromthis angle, he thought, and paced forward purposefully, eyes
and ears alert.

When | get ny hands on that child! Reeve prom sed hinself retribution.
The river wound northward now and Ken had to change direction to follow it.
Soon it would bend back and fl ow past the village. The forest aninmals and
birds were waki ng as the sun penetrated the gl oomof the forest. It made
visibility better and the noises were conforting. |If carnivores had been
abroad, there would have been an oni nous silence. A sudden clatter of outraged
birds attracted Ken's attention. The | oud squawki ng was on his right, nearer
the river. He detoured and | ocated the disturbance high in a tree. A silent
shadow on the trunk noved w th dappl ed grace. Reeve decided a tree snake had
attacked a nest. The chirping subsided and the noise of the river, fast over
the rapi ds above the falls, cane to his ears. Also a faint coughi ng sound,
faint but unm stakabl e.

Gipping his rifle in both hands, Reeve wove rapidly through the trees
at a | ope. He broke through the forest, onto the rocky edge of the river which
foamed and tunbl ed over the boulders in its bed. Were the river started to
turn back again toward the village, a noving speck caught his eye. Hastily
adj usting the binocul ars, Reeve saw the shaggy brown body of a huge nda,
paci ng up and down the verge, snarling and coughing. The ani mal paused,
started to step out onto an upthrust boul der, but the distance was too great
and the current too swift. Snarling with frustration, the nda resuned its
nervous pacing. The object of its interest was a small figure, crouched on a
boul der sone ten feet out in the stream It was Todd, hugging his knees up
under his chin, evidently hoping that if he made hinself small enough he woul d
he rendered invisible.

Frantic, Reeve checked the range. It was too great for an accurate shot
and he couldn't risk a wounded nda | oose in the forest so close to the Hrruban
village. Todd seemed safe enough, although how he had nade it to the rock was
beyond Ken.

Ducki ng and dodgi ng, stunbling over decayed |inbs and rocks, Reeve
cl osed the distance between hinmself and his son. The snarling cough of the
hungry nda becane | ouder. Reeve was grateful that he was downwi nd fromthe
beast and that the rushing river covered the sound of his hell-bent advance.
He paused to catch his breath, because he realized he was panting with fear
and exertion. The sinking feeling, cold and heavy in his guts, constantly
overrode discretion, urging himto greater speed.

He could see the nda clearly now. Again the animal put out a tentative
paw, settling his hindquarters as if to spring. Wth a coughing snarl, he



ducked his head, swaying back and forth fromside to side, still undeci ded.
Ken could now see the fallen tree trunk hal f-caught between the first stone
and the one on which Todd crouched. God, the child had had sense enough to
di sl odge the log after he'd crossed it.

Suddenly the nda froze, turned his w de skull upriver. The snarling
st opped. Sonething el se was approaching fromthe village side and the bear had
caught the snell. The predator crouched and began to slink fromthe edge of
the river. Reeve trained his glasses on the forest but he coul d see not hing.
Di sregardi ng the necessity for quiet, Reeve plunged on, taking the safety off
his rifle as he ran. The village could not be far away and the Hrrubans had
only rudi mentary weapons. Hrrula had told himthey always hunted in snall
groups, |eaving the ndas and another carnivore they call ed ssorasos al one.
They did not, apparently, hunt for sport. A single person, a wonan perhaps,
comng to the river edge for water unsuspecting, would be easy, quick prey for
t he hungry, angry nda. Reeve, struggling for a second wi nd, broke out of the
forest onto the | edge opposite Todd. The boy sprang to his feet with a sobbing
cry of relief. Reeve waved reassurance and plunged on just as he heard the
nda's charging roar. A terrible screambroke the stillness of the norning.
Reeve, bursting into a small glade, took the scene in at a glance. The nda
lay, withing on the forest floor, trying to dislodge the spear in its
shoul der. Just beyond it, Hrrula stood, a second spear raised and ready.

Reeve, shooting as he noved forward, enptied the rifle into the nda in a
wild fit of relief, anger and fear

Hrrul a and he stood | ooki ng down at the tw tching corpse, the one with
spear poised, the other with a smoking rifle.

"I heard the beast coughing and knew he had sonething trapped,” Hrrul a
said. "It filled me with concern to see it was Zodd."

Reeve, trenbling with reaction, nodded weakly.

"It was a deed of great bravery," he managed to say, a trenor in his
voi ce he couldn't control, "for certainly your life is worth nore than that of
a child.”

Reeve was anmmzed at the savagery in his tone when he spoke of Todd.
Hrrula | ooked at himwi th an expression akin to dismay.

"Is it not true in your world that a | eader is known early by even his
chi l di sh actions?"

"Leader? Todd? No! Troubl enaker, yes!"

Hrrula smled, |eaning against the spear he had grounded.

"The father of ny nother's mate, Hrral, and Hrrestan, spoke nost highly
of your youngest."

Reeve snorted, annoyed that these natives could see sonething in his
child that he did not.

A thin cry of "Daddy," uncertain and frightened, cane fromthe direction
of the river. As one, the two noved off to rescue the child of whomthe
Hrrabans t hought so hi ghly.

Chapter Xl 11

RED LETTER DAY

BY THE TIME Ken and Hrrula had found a log and thrust it out across the
supporting boulders to Todd, Hrrestan and other catnen had joined them roused
by the cries of the nda and the shots.

Whi te-faced, Todd scranbl ed across the log, his rope tail dangling into
the river. Reeve gripped the small shoulders tightly and gave the child a
fierce shake, the urge to beat himsoundly postponed by the presence of an
audi ence.

"You're lucky you weren't killed, you little fool,
cl enched teeth.

"I was all right out there," Todd replied stoutly. "But | got scareded
that Hrrula' d get killed. He only had a spear.”

"If he had been killed, young man," and Reeve broke off significantly,
shaki ng Todd. "Can you understand what woul d happen?" Can you?"

Reeve sai d between



"We'd have to | eave Doona?" Todd cried, tears unexpectedly starting down
hi s cheeks.

"We'd have to |l eave," Reeve reaffirmed, expressionlessly. How could he
explain to a six-year-old the col onists' dil enma.

"I only wanted to see Hrriss," Todd cried with plaintive snuffling.

CGod give ne patience, thought Reeve, he is only a child!

Todd sneezed, |ooking cold and small with the tall men of both races
towering over him Reeve's mood switched fromfrustrated resentnent to
concer n.

"The child is cold and nust be warnmed. Cone now to our fire and eat with
Hrrestan of fered t hem graci ously.

Todd pl anted hinmself squarely in front of Hrula, |ooking up at the
young Hrruban, tugging at his hand for attention

"Hrrula, please forgive me for nearly getting you killed. Don't make us
| eave Doona," he said earnestly although his teeth were chattering.

Hrrul a hunkered down to Todd's eye |evel, one hand under the boy's chin.
"First, promise never to walk in the woods al one again," he demanded.

"I prom se, oh, | pronmise," Todd agreed fervently, his eyes w de and
sol emn.

"Good," purred Hrrula, releasing the square little chin and standi ng up.

When they had started off toward the village, Todd wapped in his jacket
and cradled in his arnms, Reeve realized that the Hruban had nade his denmand
to the child in good Terran. Before he could pursue this, the wonmen had rushed
out with much purring and hi ssing over Todd.

Reeve was gl ad enough to sit in front of a warmfire and let its warnth
ease the tension in his body. He didn't protest the delay when the wonen
i nsisted that Todd be given a warm bath and be dressed in a furry robe. He
enj oyed the thick soupy beverage that was served him delighting inits
aromatic vapor and the feeling of well-being it spread through his system

Then there was the matter of skinning and gutting the nda. Ken tried to
mask the revulsion he felt during the process, particularly since the business
was done under Todd's fascinated eyes. At first pleased that the boy did not
di sgrace them by becoming ill, Reeve turned mldly surprised at Todd's
det achrment as the carcass of his forner hunter was butchered and hung.

Todd grinned at Hrriss with pleasure when Hrula told him in Hrruban
now, that the skin would be cured for Todd's use.

At |east, Ken thought grimy, the skin would provide enough credit to
soundproof a room for Todd back on Earth.

Hrrula then cut thick steaks fromthe flank, rolling themup in the w de
| eaves of a river plant for Reeve to bring hone.

Rel uctant to |l eave this pleasant scene, Reeve was finally roused by the
unm st akabl e roar of a blast-off. He grinned to hinself in sudden relief and
sel f - awareness; by God, he'd been procrastinating in an unconsci ous desire not
to be jerked away from Doona a nmonent sooner than necessary. And now that Hu
Shi h hadn't been able to persuade Kiachif to remain until the Codep reply
arrived, they had another reprieve.

"Todd, we've got to get hone. That was Kiachif's ship | eaving."

Todd nodded solemly but clung to Hrriss's tail. As if looking for a
cue, Hrriss turned to Hrestan. The Hrruban growl ed a brief spate of sound at
the cub, who hung his head sadly. Gently but firmy he uncurled Todd's fingers
fromhis tail and put the hand down at Todd's side. He flipped his tai
strai ght out behind him

"Tororrow?" asked Todd with plaintive resignation

Hrriss's eyes flicked back to his father, saw the assent and his jaw
dropped in a smle. Todd's face lit up beatifically and he nmoved to his
father's side.

"I have promi sed the big one (the Hrruban description of Ben) to help
with the hrrsses,” Hrrula said to Reeve as he acconpani ed them out of the
village after the farewells required by Hrruban etiquette.

Reeve grinned back at the Hrruban, amused by the catman's obsession with
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horses. Since they'd probably have to | eave the beasts here, they'd be well
cared-for. Maybe, even -- Ken cut off that half-formed thought. He set a pace
easy enough for Todd to follow and the three noved along in a conpani onabl e
si | ence.

The nonent they reached Saddl e Ri dge, Reeve sensed sonething el se nust
have happened down at the colony. There was no activity in the clearing by the
river or anong the houses. He held up his binoculars and, training themon the
Conmmon, brought into focus the colonists sitting in small groups at the
t abl es, obviously waiting.

He tried to tell hinself that perhaps Hu Shih had ordered a day of rest
for everyone to recuperate fromyesterday's feverish unl oadi ng and | ast
night's festivities. But these people weren't |aughing or enjoying thenselves.
They were waiting anxiously.

"The sky ship has left," Hrula said at Ken's shoul der

"Yes, thank God," Reeve sighed, |owering his glasses. But, he told
hinself, it is only a reprieve by any stretch of the imagination, won by a
conni ving captain. But Ken was grateful

If the message capsul e had arrived before the ship had left...

Reeve swung around to | ook back at the hills. Christ, he and his could
live confortably in those hills. Caves had been found. It'd be hard,
danger ous, but anything was better than a return to the constrictions of
over-crowded earth. Let those who |iked that sort of semi -existence,
regi mented, regulated, restricted, have it. His eyes had had to learn to see
di stances. He could no longer entertain the thought of shortening his vision
to the confines of the standard 10 x 12 roomin an apartnment warren or the
straight, short horizon of a Corridor or Hall. He | engthened his stride, an
unconsci ous revolt against a return to a planet where a free-swi nging stride
was a social insult.

Christ, social insult? The whole structure on Earth was one soci al
indignity after another heaped on its nmenbers. And to what end?

Maybe that nardy captain was right! And the whol e Siwannese nmess was a
travesty, perpetrated by cowards noral and physical, on an apathetic, indolent
maj ority.

Spacedep had made a mi stake. Maybe Codep could force themto -- no,

Al rel dep was al so involved. Was there any chance that Alreldep could be made
to bargain? There was that other continent. W could go there and let the
Hrrubans keep this one.

H s eyes, sweeping desperately across the valley he coveted, stopped at
the Bridge. The Bridge -- his shoul ders sagged in resignation, aware of the
futility of his hopes and his position

H story had taught too many | essons in which man-inmposed boundaries were
broken; solemly sworn treaties were abrogated and the honest intentions of
one generation put aside by the exigencies of the next.

A groan, the inadvertent protest welling fromthe bottom of his soul
escaped him He felt the velvety touch of Hrrula's hand on his arm and turned,
puzzl ed.

"Ch, here, I'll take Todd. He rnust be heavy," he said quickly, only just
aware that Todd was riding Hrrula pi ckaback

Hrrul a backed off, shaking his head.

"The child is not heavy. Not as heavy as your spirit, Rrev," the Hrruban
said. "lIs it because the ship is gone and you will see no nore of your
fell ons?"

"W will see our fellows again when we | eave Doona."

"Leave Doona? Ch, Rrala, you nean. But why must you | eave?"

"You are here," Reeve repeated wearily. He eased hinself to the ground,
propping his rifle against a convenient boul der

Hrrula, curling his tail around Todd's |eg, hunkered down and waited.
Todd wat ched his father solemmly over the furry shoul der

"Believe nme, Hrrula, our people saw no trace of yours. You have no idea
what a shock you gave us."



Delicately extending one arching claw, Hrrula scratched behind his ear
t houghtfully. When Hrrul a | ooked around again, Ken was sure he was chuckling,
t he wheeze of his mrth barely audible.

"'You have no idea, Rrev, the shock you gave us when you entered our
village," and Hrrula shook with his anusenment. "After all," he added with
curious haste, "we've been here | ong enough to know the world has no
bar eskins. "

"I don't wish to offend you but there are many things that puzzle ne,"
Ken went on, hoping to catch Hrrula in a non-evasive nmood. "W have wondered
i f your people sleep through the long winter in sone protected place. That
woul d expl ai n why we saw no sign of you. But how did you take your homes with
you?"

"I'f we do not object to your presence here, why do your elders?" Hrula
count er ed.

Evasi on again, Reeve sighed to hinself. "Because of the nature and
history of my race," he said al oud and waved toward the col ony across the

river. "Look at that bridge. W have all we need on the other side -- right
now. " Reeve paused, trying to explain abstract philosophy in his still limted
Hrruban vocabul ary. "But soon, because we are inherently greedy, we wll want
somet hing that can be found only on your side and we will cross that bridge."

"The bridge was built by Hrruban and Hayuman," Hrrul a remarked, | ooking
at Reeve through half-closed eyes. "At Hrruban insistence. Yes, even then
understood that you did not want the bridge. W, " and his furry thunb jabbed
at his sleek chest, "wanted the bridge. Far better than the little boat,
particularly when the river runs fast and full."

Reeve shook his head vehenmently. "How can you understand why | am
agai nst the bridge? | don't have the words to tell you."

Hrrula's jaw dropped into a grin and this tinme he pointed to the oddly
silent boy draped on his back. "I will listen very carefully, as Zodd does, if
you will explain."

"Al'l right," and Reeve sat determnedly forward. "Qur people are very
ol d. We have kept records of what has happened between our tribes. Wen one
tri be has sonethi ng anot her one w shes, and the first tribe has many strong
young nmen with long knives, they attack the other village and take the things
t hey want."

"That's silly," Todd renmarked. "Everyone gets the sane as anybody el se;
even in Codep Bl ock."

"That wasn't always the case, Todd, and don't interrupt,” Ken ordered.
He tenpered his reproof with the know edge that these Hrrubans found Todd
unusual and it might be politic not to reprimand the boy too forcefully in
front of Hrrula. "We've made an effort on Earth to be sure everyone gets the
necessities of life: food, shelter, clothes -- " he ignored Todd' s
cont enpt uous monosyl | able. "Once we found a lovely world, with a gentle people
on it who wel coned us. But we did not understand their |anguage conpletely --
we didn't listen,” and in spite of himself Ken grinned at Todd. "W had nmuch
they |l acked and tried to inmpose our wealth on them W didn't understand that
they felt they had all they needed for a good life. And then, through no
consci ous design of ours, the people all -- died. All of them Every one of
them So, with terrible guilt and shanme, our elders nmade it a first rule that
this rmust not happen again on any other world anong the stars.

"So -- we do not stay on a world which already has its own people." Ken
found that he could not continue. It was a pain in his chest, this wanting to
stay on Doona, all the tine knowi ng that he had to go.

"But you do not want anything in our village," Hrrula was saying, as he
absently stroked Todd's arm "Every day we |learn to understand each ot her
better. We have eaten bread together, worked shoul der to shoul der on a bridge.
Qur worren have net and |iked your wonen. W both rai se our young to respect
traditions. Wiy then should you have to leave? It is not our wi sh that you
go."

"No! We rmust go!" and Ken forced the words out. "Today | killed a nda



with this,” and he brandi shed the rifle. "Tonorrow, or a hundred tonorrow s
fromnow, sonething night happen to nmake ne kill -- you. | prefer to |eave
bef ore such an occasion arises."

Hrrula s jaw dropped. "Forgive me, Rrev, but the nda was already struck
to the heart by nmy spear.”

There was a certain cockiness in the Hruban's hunorous assertion that
drew a chuckle from Ken. Well, these Hrrubans had nore than once denonstrated
a ready hunor.

"You have said to ne what is in your heart, Rrev," Hrula went on, his
voice little nore than a purr. He didn't | ook at the col onist, apparently nore
interested in the pattern he was drawing with one claw in the dust, a series
of lines and circles. "I will keep your words in ny heart for it is honorable
not to covet what belongs to another. Rules are nade to protect, not
restrict." Hrrula | ooked up fromhis pattern, saw that Ken was watchi ng him
He | et the design stay for another |ong nonent and then erased it with a
deci sive sweep. "There are many things to be considered."

He rose abruptly, hitching Todd to a nore confortable position. He
struck out down the hill, |eaving Reeve no option but to follow.

Pat had obvi ously been watching, for as they came down the last rise to
the bridge, she raced across to nmeet them Dutifully she tried to relieve
Hrrula of Todd but the Hrruban backed away from her, and Todd clung tightly to
hi s neck. She stepped back, blinking, uncertain what to do.

"What has he done now?" she asked in a sad, soft voice.

"He wanted to see Hrriss,"” Ken replied laconically. "Wat's all that
about ?" and he indicated the waiting groups.

Pat caught at her lip and leaned into Ken for confort. He readily
enbraced her, taking delight in the feel of her body against his. Hrrula
passed them striding across the bridge.

"The message capsule cane in and Hu Shih and Lee are closeted with it.
They want you to join them™

"When did the ship |l eave? Did the nessage..."

Pat flushed and grinned. "No, the ship left just before the approach
alarmwent off."

"What's funny?"

"Well, the captain was trying to pry nore of the local |eaf out of Abe
Dautrish's stores when a crewran rushed in and garbled off a series of
nunbers. Kiachif got the crew rounded up and into that ship before you could
say 'acceleration.' " Pat stifled a giggle. "The ship's radar has a | onger
reach than the alarm" She giggled again. "I believe the captain's |ast words
to Abe Dautrish were to the effect that cold sober he couldn't take another
ni nety days of that child."

"You mean -- Todd?" Reeve spluttered, caught between indignation and
amusenent .

Pat nodded as solemly as she could, trying to conquer the desire to
| augh al oud at the | ook on her husband's face.

"The capsule cane five mnutes after their exhaust trail dissipated."
Pat gave up the effort and grinned broadly as she added, "Macy said the
captain cut it awful fine.

Pat's laugh had a contagious quality and Ken found hinmsel f unable to
resist joining in.

"I never thought |I'd be grateful to Todd for anything," Pat sighed, her
face abruptly twisted with perplexity. "You' d better get along to the office."

They had crossed the bridge by then and she gave hima | oving kiss and a
gentl e shove toward the buil di ng.

Hu Shih and Lee Lawence were sitting at the metropol ogi st's desk when
Ken entered. They were | ooking at each other in a dazed stare, the mcrofilm
reader on the table in front of them

"Thank God, Ken, maybe you can nake sonme sense out of this,'
junping to his feet and shoving the reader to him

The nessage fil mwas from Codep and Ken scanned it quickly. Then he

Lee sai d,



reread it slowy, word for word.

"Are they serious?" he demanded.

"You see?" Lawrence crowed triunphantly. "He's confused, too.

Hu Shi h shook his head slowy,

"They say," Lawence began in a mocking singsong, "this planet cannot
possi bly be popul ated. They say, the nost thorough search was carried out
according to strict Spacedep and Alrel dep exploratory techni ques. They say,
see appendi x." Lee paced up and down the room swatting a closed fist into the
pal m of the other hand. "They say, make no effort to comunicate with natives
until trained personnel can be transported to the affected area. | |ove that,
"af fected area.' What does he think natives are? A disease?

"Ch, and do you appreciate the next paragraph in this epitonme of
depart ment al ese?" Law ence asked sarcastically, |eaning his hands on the desk
and rocki ng back and forth. "They say, conpile | anguage tapes for
semanticizing. How n'ell can you do that w thout contacting natives whomthey
i nsi st cannot be here in the first place?"

Ken ran the nmessage a third tinme and cane to the final, thoroughly
ridi cul ous section

"I also notice that they wish us to retain the colony ship when it
arrives and depart, bag, baggage and live-stock, to avoid premature culture
penetration with these same non-exi stent natives."

"Ch, how -- how shall | explain? Wat can | say to justify our actions?"
mur mured Hu Shi h. "Wat we have done seened so | ogical considering our
position."

"Shih," and Law ence gave the conscience stricken netropol ogi st a gentle
shake on the shoul der, "you did what any sensible man would do. And you can't
tell me that the nen -- if they are thinking men -- who wote this
contradictory garbage are sensible. They sound l|ike dithering idiots, scared
silly and | ooking for somewhere to hide. No," and Law ence stal ked around the
room agai n. "W have nade an inmpact on a sentient species, but in all ny

studies of cultures, e.t. and Terran, | have never heard of a race that
absorbed that inpact with [ ess outward effect. They have met us as equals, and
t hey had succeeded in counting coup -- if | may inject an old Anerind sinle

-- on us several times for all our culturally advanced | evel. No, Doctor, put
away the sack cloth and ashes. Don't beat your breast or commit cerenonial
suicide with remorse. The fault lies with Space-dep, or A reldep or Codep; not
with us. And I'Il be damed if 1'Il take the blanme for it -- or if I wll try
to act on orders filnmed on such a screwup, illogical, inconsistent w sp of
nmyl ar. Besides,"” he said in an abrupt change, "the fat's already in the fire.
W' ve done everything they said not to do and not done practically everything
they said to do."

"Captain Kiachif should have waited,” Hu Shih said to hinself in an
anxious tone. "I knew he should have waited."

Law ence shot a gl ance at Ken

"I doubt any of us could have persuaded him short of physica
restraint, once his radar screen showed the approach of the capsule."

Alow humfilled the room emanating fromthe equi pment which controlled
t he hom ng device of the message capsul es.

"Anot her one?" Law ence denmanded and | eaned out the door, shading his
eyes to watch the homi ng tower at the center of the landing field. Reeve
joined him scanning the sky with his binoculars until he caught the flash of
nmetal in the sun

"Sure is!"

This message was fromthe Alien Relations Departrment. It was nore
coherent than Codep's burble, but it too warned agai nst the hei nous crine of
too premature an introduction of Terran culture to a | ess advanced race, with
alist of the penalties attached to such illegal intercourse. It also demanded
in official requestese that a detailed report on the 'observed' natives be
forwarded by return capsule.

"I'n other words, we shoul d never have so nmuch as exposed a fingernai



within their sight -- which is long range," Lawence snapped. "I'm not an
alien relations expert but | ama sociologist and these people -- well they're
people,"” he ended |anely. "Say, did we ever nmention that we saw themfirst?"
he asked.

"Well, as a matter of fact," Reeve answered after a nmonment's rapid
consi deration, "they advanced on ne, not nme on them" and he grinned,
renmenberi ng the headl ong dash of the two cubs in pursuit of their ball

"Al'l right then," Lawence said briskly. "They found us. Particularly if
this puts a different conplexion on our culpability.”

"Yes, yes, it does. O does it?" asked Hu Shih, rising briefly to hope
bef ore plungi ng back into despair, washing his hands. "Ch, why, why?" he
cried, rising wearily fromhis chair. "W had nmade a good begi nning here in
spite of that terrible long winter." He crossed to the wi ndow to gaze
wistfully out at the vividly green Cormon, down to the river with its backdrop
of the great mountain range. A prospect, a sweeping view no |onger to be found
on Earth even in the dozen carefully preserved Square Mles. "W nust |eave.
And it woul d have been a better, cleaner break to have left this norning. Now,
each day will meke it harder."

He saw the rebellious expressions of his aides and shook his head sadly.

"And we must | eave, gentlenen. If we cannot, in this difficult
situation, uphold principles we have sworn to respect, then we are not one jot
better than those barbaric, genocidal ancestors whose action toward mnorities
we have al ways depl ored. W solved our own inter-racial problens only by
Amal gamati on. W sol ved the donination and destruction of alien species by the
Princi ple of Non-Cohabitation. This is the first tine that Principle has cone
to the test. This is the first tine since the Siwannese Tragedy that we have
cone face to face with another sentient species. And our decision here on
Doona is critical. W cannot fail this test."

Reeve and Lawrence stood silently before the little colony chief. Never
in their three years of association with himhad they doubted his qualities of
| eadership or disregarded his gently given orders. But that had been as nuch
due to conditioned respect for authority as for the man hinself. Now t hey saw
the inner firmess of noral rectitude that unm stakably marked hi mboth man
and | eader.

"It has been said," Hu Shih continued, "that there is always a sol ution
to every problem but not necessarily an agreeabl e one. One asks for w sdom and
courage to accept the difficult solutions. For us, that is to return to Earth,
stifling vain regrets, terrible disappointnment, wapping ourselves in the
know edge that, by our fortitude, we are redeeni ng the nobl est aspirations of
all mankind."

The netropol ogi st took his aides by the arns.

"I look to both of you to support ne as you al ways have done. W shal
have trying days ahead of us. Both anong ourselves and," he nodded toward the
two nessages, "with the departnents that interest themselves in us.

Law ence grunted but he gripped the nmetropologist's hand firmy. "Yeah
but | don't have to like it."

Reeve managed to nod and Hu Shih smiled wanly just as the air whistle
blew the call to a belated breakfast. Silently the three went to join their
peers.

Chapter XV

TH RD MESSAGE

WHEN THEY REACHED the ness hall, they faced a silent, expectant group
Hu Shi h gave his aides a shove toward their fanilies. He stood by his wife for
a nonent, silently conposing his thoughts. Reeve gave Pat's hand a quick
squeeze as he seated hinself, nodding to Hrrula where he sat by Todd.

"As you all know, we have had two nessages today," Hu Shih began in his
qui et way. "They are unusual." Hs wy smled elicited a derisive snort from
Lawence. "In effect, we have already done what we are told not to do. And we
have not done, with one exception, what we are told to do."



This was greeted by a ripple of nervous laughter. Fromthe corner of his
eye, Reeve noticed that Hrrula was watching him not the metropol ogi st.

"At any rate," Hu Shih said, "we have established some comunications
with our Hrruban friends." He bowed toward Hrrula. "In other matters, | fear
we have bungled badly."

"We' ve bungl ed?" a voice protested. It sounded |ike MKee.

"W were asked," Hu Shih continued, "by Codep and Alreldep to send
detailed reports. As you know, a full report of our actions of these past few
days has already left."

Reeve was astounded at the amount of humor Hu Shih was able to inject
into a hunorl ess predicanent. It was a very subtle flavor for such a bitter

pill. Still, Ken reflected, If a guy didn't |ose his sense of hunor when the
wor | d was knocked out from under him he night just sonehow drag triunph out
of tragedy.

"W were advised by Codep to enmbark on our already departed transport."”

Agrimmutter filled the hall.

"Qur good captain has given us only a short reprieve fromthe
inevitable, if you get what | nean."

"Yeah, we get what you nean, Shih," and McKee stood up "It means well
| eave. This norning, next week, next nonth. What does it matter? W have to
| eave. W have to go back to Earth and | don't want to!"

A chorus of om nous agreenment rose in support of MKee's sentinent. As
one, Reeve and Lawrence rose and went to stand beside Hu Shih. Lawence held
hi s hands out for silence.

"Ken and | feel just the way you do. And, in spite of what you m ght
think Hu Shih does too. In fact, he's mad about it, if you can inmagi ne Shih
getting angry." It was a deft redirection of nobod. "M stakes happen even in
our all-to-regulated world. Only this time, we're suffering for it -- not sone
ot her guy down the Aisle! Yes, we have got a reprieve. W have a big beautiful
world to enjoy while we can. And we can hel p ourselves, not by wall ow ng
around in an it's-a-mstake self-pitying syndrone but by enjoying every mnute
we're here -- whether it's out souvenir hunting to inmprove our status when
we're Earthside again, or getting to understand an alien psychol ogy through
our Hrruban friends." Then Lee grinned with m schief. "W knows? Maybe Codep
and Alreldep will spend so rmuch tine trying to figure out who's at fault
they' Il forget to take us off."

Hu Shih protested sharply but it occurred to Reeve that Lawence's quip
was not beyond the real mof possibility.

"I'"d be glad to give it an assist," MKee shouted good-naturedly.

"Hey, Ezra, can't we suddenly get contaminated with a deadly di sease?"
Eckerd asked.

"Centlenen,"” Hu Shih said severely. "lI'"msincerely relieved that we can
keep our sense of humor in this difficult situation but |et us not specul ate
too vividly on future contingencies. W all have sworn to uphold the basic
Princi ple of Non-Cohabitation. we cannot co-inhabit a planet wth another
intelligent species -- and there is no doubt that our Hrruban friends are
intelligent. W will |eave when we nust, because we rnust uphol d these
principles despite the terrible personal sacrifice. And," here the
nmet r opol ogi st paused, sighing heavily, "to | eave Doona is a great sacrifice!"

Pat, who had been listening intently, |eaned over to, Sally Law ence and
whi spered something in her ear. Sally | ooked sharply at Pat and then sniled
slightly in agreenent Reeve rem nded hinself to ask Pat what that interchange
was al |l about.

"In the neantinme..."

"In the meantime,"” Phyllis Hu broke into the pause that followed, "our
breakfast is getting cold. And | really cannot see good food -- real food --
wasted, no matter what the crisis."

She injected enough of the plaintive into her cajoling tone to rouse
people fromtheir dejection. The children who had been qui et now broke the
spell completely with subdued conpl ai nts of hunger. The clink of tabl eware



agai nst pottery and plastic and munbl ed requests for platters and the
repl eni shment of enptied pitchers resulted in a surface noise that bore sone
resenbl ance to a normal nealtine.

"What were you saying to Sally?" Ken asked his wi fe when he resuned his
seat .

Pat's face was the picture of innocent surprise. "Ch, nothing
i nportant,"” she replied too blandly and filled her mouth with scranbl ed ssliss
egg. "Oh, but this is heavenly food."

Reeve's next question was forestalled by Todd who reached for berry jam
and spilled his water all over the table. Hrrula swept the child up in time to
save both of themgetting wet. Before Ken could scold Todd, Dot MKee cried
out that the nessage tower was lit.

"Anot her one?" Law ence denanded, rushing to the w ndow

"Awh, for the love of little apples,”" Reeve groaned in exasperation
"whose finger's in the pie now?"

"The Royal Egyptian Society for the Preservation of -- " Aurie Gaynor
began.

"Aurie!" Kate Mbody excl ai ned, rem nding her of Hrula s presence.

Aurie was not the least bit abashed and handed her husband a coupl e of
pi eces of toast. "C non, Lightfoot. This'll give you energy, O Mercury," and
she pushed hi mout the door

"Il wager it's Spacedep," Eckerd said to MKee.

"Naw, the Organization for the Prevention of the Suppression of Sentient
Speci es, " MKee count ered.

"I told you -- it's the Royal Egyptian -- Auri e began, undaunted,
until she caught Hu Shih's stern | ook. She giggled but subsided.

Gaynor, panting fromthe round-trip run, deposited the nessage capsul e
and the reader in front of Hu Shih. He stood there, both feet firmy planted,
whi | e Hu Shi h broke open the container and held up the space-blue, star-marked
t ube.

"My bet," Eckerd said with considerable malice in his voice.

Shi h scanned the film notioned to Lawence and waited until the
soci ol ogist had read it.

"C nmon, Lee, forget the stupid protocol and read the stinking thing out
[ oud," MKee urged. "W can take anything at this point."

Laughi ng softly, Lee |lowered the reader

"I was rather accurate when | suggested there'd be an interdepartnental
wrangl e over this. Spacedep's joined." He turned back to the reader and quoted
in a stentorian voice: "Soonest nmake survey deternmine alien landing site.'" He
shrugged expressively. "That's a new way to evade bl ame, make our 'natives
‘aliens.' Hal" and Lawrence bowed cerenoniously to Hrula whose face was
i nscrutabl e.

"Hey, should he be allowed to listen to all this?" wheezed Gaynor
jerking a thumb at Hrrul a.

"Way not? It concerns his future as much as ours," Lawence replied.
"And | doubt if his command of Terran is sufficient to followall this."

As Law ence continued to read the new nessage, Reeve watched the Hrruban
surreptitiously. How rmuch does he understand, Ken wondered. There was no
tell-tale flicker of conprehension on Hrula's calmface. He sat in polite
sil ence, Todd nestled agai nst hi mconpani onably. But, thought Ken, he is
listening very hard.

"They forget, | guess," Lawrence was saying, "that we have only the one
copter and not nuch fuel for an around-the-gl obe search. How | ong woul d you
reckon, Eckerd, it would take to check on all continental masses for |anding
traces?"

Eckerd made a rude noise. "In a copter with an air speed of 150 miles
top? Hm " and he | aughed. "Mnths. Assumi ng, of course, that the craft these
so-cal l ed aliens used | eaves a burn-off."

"What el se would they use?" queried Ramasan

"Hell, they could use magic for all of ne," Eckerd retorted derisively,



| ooki ng sideways at the inperturbable Hrruban

"A broonstick?" suggested Pat with a giggle. "For a clean sweep."

"We're supposed,” Law ence went on, raising his voice over the ripple
that followed Pat's remark, "to institute a search, soonest, until such tine
as a ship can be detached to aid the 'indigenous personnel.' Now, which
personnel shall be considered to be the 'indi genous' one?"

Lee put the reader down carefully and | ooked around the hall until he
cane to Hu Shih. Wth a little bow, he gave the floor to the netropol ogi st.

"We are causing quite a stir," Hu Shih remarked with a di sparagi ng
smle. "W certainly have had no clear orders fromany of the departnents
interested in us. Wiile we do know we must | eave and Codep has so directed us,
the only available transport refused to wait. Alrel dep says stay and observe
and now Spacedep tells us to beware of aliens.” Hu Shih smiled benignly toward
Hrrul a, who gave no suggestion of hostility as he grinned down at Todd besi de
hi m

"Al'l right, so what do we do now?" Gaynor demanded bluntly.

"I want to nove into the house you built me and start enjoying
apartness,"” his w fe said decisively.

Her feeling was unani mously seconded by all the women.

"I would like to know if there are nore of these berries fromwhich to
make this jam" Phyllis Hu remarked when she coul d be heard.

"The Hrrubans know where to get 'em" Ramasan told her

"Yeah, what do we do about then?" Gaynor demanded | oudly.

"Why, we continue as we started,” Hu Shih replied, "in honest
friendship. Always keeping in mnd that we are visitors and cannot abuse their
hospitality."

Ben rose to his feet.
"Shih, we do have to make sone provision for the animals. After all

there is a distinct possibility that we'll have to | eave them here, which
woul dn't be too bad a thing. It will keep their species from being extinct
everywhere. And the Hrrubans may profit by it -- call it a payment in kind for
the rent of the colony estate. Hrula has shown a keen interest in the horses
and I'd say he woul d make a good stockman. 1'd Iike to teach himwhat | can.”
"I see no harmin that at all, Ben. \Wat about you, Lee?"
"Hell, | can't see any harm They' ve already donesticated the urfa and

they mlk them They could sure use the cows. Why not? W can't do any nore
harm t han we' ve done al ready!"
"I"ll need nore than just Hrrula to help with the stock,"” Ben announced,

his deep voice filling the quiet room "You, Ken, and Macy have j ust
vol unt eered. "
"And |'Il need volunteers for the KP details. These dishes aren't

di sposabl e,” Phyllis piped up in her clear light voice.

Chapter XV

| NTERLUDE

AS KEN ROSE to follow Ben, Pat caught his arm smiling up at himw th an
expression he knew all too well.

"Aren't you forgetting something?" she asked very sweetly.

Ken | ooked puzzl ed.

"Your son," she reminded him indicating Todd with a dramatic gesture.

"He can help with the dishes," Ken replied firmy.

"Don't duck out, mster," Kate Mbody said, sternly reinforcing Pat. Kate
punctuated her remarks with her index finger jabbing at his breastbone. "He --
is -- now-- your -- responsibility, ny friend. That boy needs a father's
| ovi ng care.

Hrrul a and Todd watched this exchange. Silently the two rose and j oi ned
Ken. Ken, who wanted nothing nore than to have Todd out of his sight after the
nmorning's antics, glowered down at the small serious face. There was not hing
of apology in Todd' s expression; no renorse for scaring his father or for
putting Hrrula's life in danger, not to nention their relations with the



Hr r ubans.

To a child only the present and inmrediate future are relevant, Ken
rem nded hi nsel f.

Beyond them other youngsters were clearing tables, their voices, as
usual , subdued. Years of training in whispers held strong in a place where a
shout di ed unheard. Even their walk, the mncing steps of those who | earned
the skill in small spaces and crowded sideways, reflected their earth-bound
condi ti oni ng.

It occurred to Ken that Todd had never recognized such restrictions. His
voi ce last night had been audi bl e throughout the festivities. Hs clear
requests at the breakfast table had stopped other conversation. On the walk
back fromthe Hruban village -- until Hrrula had taken hi m pi ckaback -- his
stride had matched his father's when he wasn't danci ng ahead or junping over
obstacl es. He had not unl earned earthways overnight, Ken realized, he had
never had them And Reeve shuddered to think of Todd caromi ng of f bodies and
on toes on the city sidewal ks, of his voice echoing through an entire |evel of
Aisle flats, of Pat's desperate neasures to control the rebel they had
rel eased on the world and to mnimze the penalties exacted for such soci al
m sdeneanor s.

Si ghing, Ken held out his hand for Todd's. The boy's face lit up with a
tentative smle and the small grubby hand curled into Ken's. The ot her hand,
Ken noticed, was firmy gripping Hrula's.

The three started for the barn

O the colonists only McKee and Ben had much experience with live
animal s. Once ticketed for Doona, McKee had been given extensive practica
ani mal husbandry as the livestock allotted to Doona woul d have been partly in
his charge. He woul d al so have been responsible for the donestication of the
urfa, the deerlike species of Doona. Sanples of urfa mlk proved rich in
butterfat and cal cium and was not unpal atable; the Hrubans used it to nake
cheese as well as for beverage. The short-coupl ed body of the urfa suggested
that it would be unconfortable as a riding animal -- rather |ike the now
extinct Terran zebra.

The maj or husbandry effort, however, was to have been the revitalization
of the declining equine, bovine, porcine and fow; the first two particularly.

Reeve had volunteered to | earn horse breeding as one of his
jack-of-all-trades skills. He had studied the theories but had had no occasion
to pratice them Vic Solinari, the second volunteer for this facet of the
colony, was too busy with stores and supplies to help today. In fact, as Ken,
Hrrul a and Todd wal ked down to the plastic shed-barn, Vic was already busy
with the forklift, directing his workers.

"Hrriss!" Todd's shriek of pleasure split the air and the boy shot |ike
an arrow toward the bridge which the small Hruban was crossing with a group
of adults.

"Your people need not feel they must help us,'’
courteously to Hrrula.

"There is much to do here and little of inportance at our village now "
Hrula replied.

"Todd," Reeve called, realizing as he did that the child couldn't
possi bly hear that polite sumons. "TODD," he bell owed. Everyone stopped work
and turned to | ook at Reeve.

"YEAH, DAD, WHAT DO YOU WANT?" Todd replied in equal man-sized voice.

There was a second stunned silence until the newconers realized that
such vol une was no |onger a social sin but an asset.

Unsettled by the reaction to his stentorian call, Reeve beckoned broadly
to Todd. Rope tail trailing behind him half dragging the larger Hrriss, Todd
scanpered back to his father, absolutely oblivious to the curious |ooks turned
on him

Sitting firmy on his tenper, Reeve resunmed their walk to the barn with
Hrruba and the two youngsters.

"They' ve al ready been grained," Ben told Reeve and Hrrula. He kicked at

Reeve protested



a grain sack and Hrrul a, hunkering down, caught the slight shower of seed. He
held it to his nose and inhal ed deeply.

"They will need to be watered, however," Ben went on. |'l|l denonstrate
how to bridle a horse and then | suggest that you get your first lesson in
equitation by riding the aninals bareback to the river. They're still groggy

enough not to be frisky."

Reeve | ooked dubiously at the horses in the shed.

"Ze big hrrss,” Hrrula said softly in Terran, making the 'r' take the
pl ace of the vowel. "I amto learn to care then?" His eyes glistened with
eagerness as Ben nodded sol emmly.

"He understood?" Ben asked Reeve in a quiet aside.

"Evidently."

"I prefer that Hrrubans get them It would be a pity to shoot them" Ben
remar ked.

"Shoot then"'

"They are unused to freedom and it would be unfair to pernit themto
fall prey to nda after we left."

Ben ushered them over to the nearest stall and, taking a bridle fromits
peg, explained its purpose and use. He spoke next in sinple but adequate
Hrruban, al though somet hing he said caused Hriss to giggle until Hrrula
grow ed warningly. Todd then pulled Hrriss's head down to whi sper sonet hing
whi ch nade both boys | augh.

"You! Sit here," Ken said irritably. He picked up Todd, then Hrriss, and
set themon the unopened feed sacks. "And stay there. These horses are nervous
and we don't need you getting kicked. Watch."

The boys blinked rapidly, their eyes accusing Ken; they hadn't done
anything wong. He resolutely turned his back on them

Ben gave Ken and Hrrula a bridle each.

"When you go into a stall, go to the left side and slap the horse
smartly on the runp. Tell it to get over," and he denonstrated. The gray mare
nmoved over obediently. "Horses like to be talked to in | ow reassuring tones.
Now, release the halter strap fromthe manger, so. Slip the reins over the
head, so; the headstall goes up over the ears. Hold the bit, so, in the hand,
and open the teeth, forcing the bit within. So! Now, taking the reins behind
the bit, so, and encouraging the animal with your voice, back it out of the
stall. So!"

The procedure appeared renmarkably sinple and, determined to | earn what
he coul d, Ken advanced resolutely into a stall. It was not entirely by chance
that he picked the ruddy red mare. He had adnired her when she had come off
the ship. She was a cheerful color, with white markings up to her knees on her
front | egs. Her name turned out to be Socks. Ken sl apped her smartly on her
runp, advising her to nove her big warmrear end over. Socks snorted but
obl i ged. Where Ben had smoothly slipped the reins over his nmount's neck, Ken
found he had too many |lines and they got entangled. He had to stop and sort
out the bridle again. This time he got the proper lines on the proper sides of
the mare's neck. Funbling, he got the headstall up on the ridges above her
eyes. She blinked patiently. He put his fingers on either side of her mouth
and was appalled at the size and quantity of her teeth. He inserted his
fingers as he imagi ned Ben had done and di scovered that her hard teeth could
al so hurt him He got his thunb out of the way and tried to get her to open
her jaws to take the bit. Socks snorted, ducked her head, the reins slid to
her ears and the headstall crunpled over his funbling hand.

When he finally got her bridled and out of the shed, he saw that Hrrul a,
with two small followers, was hal f-way across the neadow to the river on the
stallion. Ben was already returning with the gray nare.

"I"ll give you a leg up," the vet called cheerfully.

This recalled to Ken the fact that he was supposed, sonehow, to get
astride this now |l arge |ooning animal. He patted her shoul der tentatively and
she | ooked around at him her big brown eyes politely questioning. Her hide
was warm and velvety. And the rich aroma of her was oddly conforting to Ken.



Ben gave hima leg up as prom sed and there was Ken high up on the
horse, his | egs dangling usel essly down. Socks didn't seemto nind and Ken
told himself that if she didn't, he shouldn't. But her backbone was very hard
and pressed himin a physiologically vul nerable place. He adjusted hinself.

"Now, " Ben was expl aining. "She has been trained to neckrein and this is
what you do. You wish her to turn left, you lay the rein, so, on her neck
turning her head. You wish to turn right, you lay the rein, so, turning her
head the other way. You wi sh to back her, pull firmy backward on both reins.
You wi sh her to go forward, ease up all pressure on her nouth and press your
heel s, so," and his big hand took Ken's left heel and pressed it firmy, into
Socks's ribs "and she will nove forward." Wich is exactly what the nmare did
so that Ken was caught off bal ance and clutched at her nane. He was gl ad Ben
was too polite to laugh for he knew he | ooked ri di cul ous.

"What do | do when | want to stop?" he asked, trying not to sound
frantic and pulling up on the reins. The nare obedi ently stopped.

"She knows," Ben said encouragingly and | ed his horse back into the
shed.

Ken found he was pressing tightly with his knees agai nst her wthers and
that she didn't seemto mnd. Her ears cocked forward and her head canme up. He
et up on the reins and she noved forward in a pleasant rhythm He got hinself
into a confortable position although he felt he nust | ook foolish with his
feet flopping around. She noved a little faster as she snelled the water.

"Daddy, |ook at us," Todd's voice crowed, interrupting Ken's
concentration, and startled, he | ooked up to see Todd and Hrriss, |egs at
ri ght angles on the back of the big stallion.

"Faster, faster, Hrrula," Todd said in Hrruban. Ginning, Hrrula urged
the trotting stallion on. Todd had his fists knotted in the black mane,
bounci ng happily. Hriss, his arns and tail around Todd's waist, wore a grin
of apprehensive surprise.

Reeve swi veled around in horrified concern for the children. The next
thing he knew, he was spitting out black dirt and grass, one arm pul |l ed upward
wi t h socket-wr enchi ng jerks.

He realized he still had the reins in his hand and he | ooked up at the
green sky, the mare's pretty head sil houetted against it. She nade a
farrunpi ng noi se and blew down in his face as if apologizing for finding him
there.

"You' ve the nakings of a good horseman," Ben said as Ken scranbled to
his feet. "You held onto the reins.”" Wth no nore comment, Ben |linked his
hands to give Ken a knee up. Before he realized it Ken was nmounted agai n and
Ben, riding beside him patiently explained the el enents of equitation just as
if falling off a horse was an everyday occurrence. As Reeve was soon to |learn
it was.

He took the bay mare down to the river next and found that he preferred
the sorrel mare Socks. The bay mare minced her way in a bone-jerking fashion
and had an annoyi ng habit of tossing her head constantly.

Back at the shed, Ben set about teaching his four pupils how to groom
their ani mal s.

"Todd's too small to curry a horse. He mi ght get hurt," Ken said
anxi ously.

"I will not. | didn't fall off," Todd rem nded his father pointedly.
"I"ll stand on that," he added, indicating a plastic crate, "and then I'I| be
tall enough."

"The child doesn't fear the horse so why should we? It is good to catch
t hem young," Ben said with a grin which included Hrriss too.

It took Todd a little longer to finish but he worked willingly and well.
The little gray mare he had been assi gned stood obediently throughout the
mnistrations. Hriss and Hrrula both had an additional hazard in that their
tails were painfully trod on several times by their charges. Todd had nerely
wr apped hi s pseudo-tail around his waist.

Bill Mody and Al fred Ramasan appeared at the shed door, eyeing the



hor ses nervously.

"M. Adjei," Bill began tentatively. Ben was crooning to the horses and
did not hear the boy's properly nmodul ated tones. "M. Adjei,"” and Bill blinked
startled at his own unaccustomed vol une, "we were told to help you."

"We're finished here but we could use your help with the cows,'
decl ared, pointing to the placidly chew ng beasts.

Fifteen mnutes later his hel pers were back to the original four. Alfred

Ben

was being taken to the infirmary with a crushed toe and Bill willingly
acconpanied him Bill was, -- well, frightened wasn't kind -- unaccustoned to
l'i vest ock.

"I'"l1l be back tomorrow?" he had asked and Ben, inpassive, had nodded
consent.

"At least he is willing," Ben remarked cheerfully after the boys had
left.

"Ben, you'd never have nade an ani mal husbandman out of ne," Ken
groaned. "Hrrula, Hrriss and Todd, yes, but not ne."

Ben's eyebrows went up in surprise. "Do you think | made no nistakes the
first time | met animal s?" | lost the thunb nail because |I left ny finger too
long in a cow s nouth." Ben grinned rem niscently. "My foot was broken when a
stallion reared and |1've lost count of the bones | broke falling off horses

before | learned." He gave Reeve a friendly shake on the el bow. "No, no, Ken,
you'll do fine but it takes a little tine."

"Yeah, but |ook at those," he said, indicating Todd and the two
Hr r ubans.

"Hrriss and Hrula are used to animals,"” Ben replied with a shrug. "I'd
be surprised if they behaved otherw se. And Todd, well, Todd is in a separate

category altogether,” Ben added with a grin.

"What makes you say that?" Ken grow ed

Ben's grin wi dened. "Akosua has told me nuch about young Todd. No, do
not frown. The boy sees things with different eyes than nost children.
t hi nk, seeing himtoday, he sees nore clearly. Plainly he was neant for Doona,
not Earth."

"Yes, that is painfully obvious," Ken agreed.

"No, no," Ben said earnestly, "he is right. On Earth he took too large a

step; on Doona, we do not step w de enough. Look at Alfred and Bill. On Toddy
| can rely. And on Hrrula. Tonight," and his voi ce became businesslike, "you
must return after the evening nmeal to help bed the stock down. | shall require

Toddy's help too."
Ken snorted with self-disgust. Ben | aughed as Reeve stunped off to
Solinari's work gang.

Chapter XV

BARN RAI SI NG

BY AFTERNOON, the cargo was all sorted and stored, and that which could
be left for the Hrrubans put in one shed. The wonen and children spent the
rest of their first full day on Doona in an orientation neeting. This, too,
like nost of the colonists' original plans, had been revised. But the
newconers were shown slides of the various animals -- though they were
unlikely to encounter a nda during the short time they'd be on the planet --
and the flora, including live sanples of the rroamal vine and the ssersa bush
and berries. Although the children were sternly restricted to the Conmmmon and
such wooded areas as were adjacent to their hones, rroamal was a creeping
parasite, springing up everywhere, and so were the ssersa bushes.

Ken Reeve completed this truncated orientation with a | ecture on what
had been observed of Hrruban nmanners and custons. He nade everyone | earn by
rote a few basic words and phrases and repeatedly enphasized the parallels of
exceedi ng politeness and friendliness.

"Agrinis the same thing for Hrubans as it is for Terrans. If you
don't know what else to do, snmile!" he ended his coments.

That evening, after the women had struggled to cook real food on the



unfam |iar apparatus in their private kitchens, the adults gathered in the
mess hall for the next day's assignnents.

“I'"l'l learn how to produce an edible nmeal on that -- that contraption,”
Kate Mbody vowed, "if it's the only thing | do on Doona."

Sally Lawence, who had been softly strumming on her guitar, struck a
maj or chord and sang out a jingle:

What can | do, do, do on Doona?
What can | do, do, do on Doona?
What can | do, do, do on Doona?
Learn to cook, learn to cook, learn to cook

Hu Shih stood up as the | aughter and appl ause subsi ded.

"A very good introduction for me," he smled. "However, we cannot spend
all Qur time perfecting cooking techniques or collecting treasures. Now I
estimate that we have about four or five days before one or the other of the
t hree Departnents send us transport."

"Not if the Spacedep wants us to search the planet for an alien
t ouch-down burn-off," Eckerd renarked.

"One thing sure, Codep won't get Kiachif back here short of four-five
weeks, " MKee added, "and one of the crewtold me his is the only transport in
this Sector."

"Centl enen, please!" Hu Shih called themto order and waited a noment
until the nmurnuring died down. "In view of the energency and our repeated
requests for transport | cannot hold out any hope to you for a prol onged stay.
Particularly when Alreldep is so anxious for us not to conplicate their
cont act techniques.

"As | said, | feel we have four or five days mnimm Lee and Ken agree
with me that it is doubtful that the transport can accommpdate the |ivestock
whi ch we had hoped to breed here. Ben tells me there is insufficient feed for
their return journey. Pendi ng subsequent approval, there is no reason why the
ani mal s can-not be given to our Hrruban friends who have al ready evi nced
considerable interest in them It would be conforting to know that at |east
one facet of the colony's original purpose will be thus realized: the
preservation of these all but extinct species.

"Therefore, it has been suggested that we begin the construction of a
nore permanent structure to house the aninmals, for the present accommodati on
i s inadequate and the females will shortly reproduce.

"Ben has in fact suggested this to Hrula who appeared excited at the
prospect, if you can imagine Hrrula excited about anything." Hu Shih smled
tolerantly and won a few sniles fromthe audi ence. "Sam and Macy believe that
a good-si zed, snug barn, utilizing one of the heat converters, can be built in
two or three days, thanks to the Hrruban rlba preservative. That would stil
| eave us time for our personal enterprises. However, this is just a
suggestion. The project is not conpulsory. | will |eave the matter open to
di scussion and suggest that it be voted upon.”

"That heat converter? |I'mnot sure we should | eave them such a
sophi sticated artifact," Lee protested.

"We' |l bury it too deep to be found," Sam expl ai ned. "They'd never find
it, but those stupid animals'|| need nore than walls during a Doonan w nter
Ben says they'll need tinme to get acclinmted."”

"Say," and Lee Law ence rose again, "have we ever determ ned whet her
t hese Hrrubans are hibernators? There's not nuch sense in |eaving the horses
in a warned barn if no one is going to be awake to feed them"

Hu Shi h turned questioningly to Ken who had increasingly discovered that
he was consi dered the Hrruban expert.

"Don't ask me, Shih. 1've had nore evasions on that subject than any
ot her. However, there are those southern villages. They may all go there in
the winter."

"Then why do we build a barn for the horses here?" Aurie Gaynor asked



with some asperity.

Ben was on his feet instantly.

"You noticed the chill mthe air this norning,, and again tonight. It
may be spring but the tenperature still plunges down into freezing. R ght now
that could be fatal to these barn-bred air-conditioned beasts. Al so the cows
will soon calve, the sows farrow and the eggs for the fow species will soon
hat ch. These young ani mal s nust be protected. The barn will not be wasted
effort. It will also show the Hrrubans how nuch we val ue these aninmals. |
intend to start cutting tinber for the barn tonorrow whatever the vote may
deci de. "

Akosua | eaned toward her husband to whisper in his ear. He |listened
i nperturbably and only shrugged in answer.

"Ch, what the hell," Gaynor exclained into the nomentary sil ence
followi ng Ben's cal mdeclaration. "lI've never built a barn before. It'll only
take a coupl e of days.

Wiat' || we do, do, do on Doona?

Wiat' || we do, do, do on Doona?

sang Sally in a |aughing voice.

Wiat' || we do, do, do on Doona?

Build a barn, build a barn, build a barn

nost of the colonists joined in.

It took three days, even with the Hrubans' help, to cut, trim notch
and stack the tinmber. The wonen prepared the sap, a | ess arduous but equally
ti me-consum ng occupation

"Everything turns into a | anguage | esson,” Aurie Gaynor renmarked the
first evening when the colonists still had enough energy to congregate in the
nmess hal | .

"If a language | esson is acconpani ed by such willing hands, | have no
obj ections how nany | take," Ben had replied.

Gaynor had runbl ed a nonosyl | abi c objection as he inspected the blisters
on his hands. Wth nassive antihistam nes he was able to associate with the
Hrrubans but the drugs made hi m sl ow and sl eepy.

"At the rate we're going," MKee said, "we really will raise that barn
in two nore days."

Reeve eased his aching shoul der nuscles, cranped from hunchi ng over the
wheel of the power sled. It took nore skill than a nman realized at first, to
keep the drag | oad from jackknifing. He'd thought about it all norning and
wondered if it wouldn't have been easier to drag the logs by animal team He'd
suggested it to Ben at the |lunch break and received a | ong hunorous | ook

"Those horses and cattle have been panpered too | ong, Ken. They just

aren't suitable for heavy draying, but their descendants will be."

"Well, one thing sure, we'll all sleep tonight," Ken renmarked now,
rising and gesturing to Pat, who was deep in conversation with Kate Mbody.
Still trying to apol ogize for Todd, Ken decided fromthe tense | ook of her

face; not that it had been Todd's fault-exactly.

The Hrruban youngsters had come along with their parents that norning to
play with the Terrans. Todd had pre-enpted Hriss's company and, with Bil
Moody and anot her cub, had gone off to the village to play some Hrruban gane.

Hrriss's mother, Mrva, had brought Bill Mody hone with a split lip, a
bl ack eye, and shaking with sobs. Todd, not bothering to hide his disgust,
much | ess his own honorable battle scars, had |listened unrepentantly to the
bi | i ngual conversati on.

"I"mnot blam ng Todd, Pat," Kate had said. "But how can Bill possibly
cope with a rough-and-tunble fight when he's never had a finger lifted against
himin his life? But there's not a cowardly bone in Bill's body."

"OfF course not," Pat agreed loyally, |ooking at Ken who hastily agreed.

"It just made matters worse to have Todd pitch in and settle the
argunent, " Kate concluded grimy.



Ken groaned i nwardly. Todd was seven years younger and at least fifty
pounds lighter than Bill Mody.

"I sinmply haven't understood how a fight started in the first place."
Pat frowned, perplexed. "The children were supposed to make friends."

"I was given to understand westling between evenly matched youngsters
is afriendly sport,” Ken said dryly.

Both Pat and Kate turned on himindignantly.

"Hell, don't look at me Iike that. | don't invent Hrruban custons," he
pr ot est ed.

"I honestly don't think we'd better let the children | eave the Comon,
even in the conpany of the Hrrubans," Kate said thoughtfully. "For one thing,
there's not much point in letting themspread out if we only have to box them
up again. Yet | hate to see themlose the opportunity, no matter how short it
is. Wiy, none of them has ever been to a Square Mle!" She turned to her
husband who had just entered. "Were have you been?"

"Painting scratches, |acerations and nunerous contusions, renmoving
splinters, and aiding abused digestive systens." Ezra took things literally.

"I beg your pardon,"” Kate and Pat said with a certain anount of
under standabl e irritation

"Pat, lets go to bed," Ken said firmy and drew her away.

The second day was, in sone ways, worse than the first. Everyone was
sore from unaccustoned exertions, and tenpers were short. Yet they were able
to turn out an incredible amunt of work. Ken, jouncing on the tractor-sled
seat as he drove it back toward the barn site with the day's final |oad of
| ogs, gazed out across the neadow where the horses were grazing. Hrrula, who
had worked as hard as anyone, was stal king the stallion. Reeve grinned.
Hrrula' s fascination with horses was surpassed only by Todd's obsession with
Hrruban tails.

Ken hoped there hadn't been another crisis involving Todd today. Kate
and Ezra had been generous yesterday but Todd -- Ken stopped that |ine of
thought. It wasn't Todd's fault that he was different fromthe other children
that he refused to be conditioned to cranped spaces, to play ganes that
requi red no space, that he made noi se and could not be pressured into
unchi |l di sh qui et.

When he reached the front yard, there was Todd, happily and dirtily
erecting a series of twig houses. His arnms and | egs were scratched in
countl ess places. The heel of one hand was skinned and there was dried grass
in his hair. H's coverall, fortunately made of an indestructible fabric, was
encrusted w th nud.

"Hey, Todd, how d you do today with Patrick Eckerd?" he greeted his son
cheerfully. The wary | ook he received in return braced him

"Patrick Eckerd does not know how to swim" was Pat's opening phrase.

"Huh? You nean Todd does?"

"Evidently," Pat remarked with | avish sarcasm She hastily turned down
t he heat under the pan she was tending and then devoted her entire attention
to the day's episode. "As nearly as | can understand it, Hrriss and anot her
cub joined Todd and Patrick in the cal mpool belowthe falls at the vill age.
Patrick was picked because he was too big for any of the other cubs to fight
with."

Ken groaned and sank to the couch. "Go on."

"Todd caught a huge fish and was, according to him doing great.
However, the fish pulled himin although he says he wasn't in any trouble at
all in such shallow water. Anyway, Patrick plunged in, thinking Todd needed to
be rescued, only he lost his footing and had to be hauled out. Don't |augh
Ken, the boy could have drowned. And | don't know who'll go with Todd
tomorrow. Everyone's scared to be with him™

It was clearly a problemand it was clearly to be his problem Ken
realized. It was al so obvious that Todd, even though he was undi smayed by his
environnent could not be left alone at six years of age. Nor was he to be |eft
with his nother.



"Ckay, Todd will not go to the village tonorrow. He'll be confined to
this side of the river with the rest of the kids."

Todd was not very happy about this because there was no way to tel
Hrriss ahead of time. Nor could an adult go over and back with such a
ti me-consum ng nessage. One of the McKee twins was assigned to keep an eye on
hi m around t he Cormmon.

The 1 oggi ng crews, Terrans and Hrrubans both, conpleted the cutting,
peeling and notching of the logs by the end of that third day's hard | abor
Ken, with thoughts of dinner only, wearily turned down the path to his cabin.
No aroma assailed his hungry senses. The kitchen area was enpty. |lsa, hearing
his step, canme out of her room round-eyed.

"Mother's at the MKees," she began, washing her hands in dry anxiety.

"Goddam what happened this time? Todd duck out to the village?"

"Ch, no, daddy, he stayed here all day. But we all took a walk in the
woods this afternoon to | ook for pretties -- you said we shoul d. Sonething bit
Maria and her armis all swollen up.”

Reeve raced to the McKees' house, his heart pounding in his chest,
wonder i ng what poi sonous thing it was. Pat and Todd were sitting, very
stiffly, at the kitchen table. Ken could hear Mody's voice, answered by
Mari a's quavering whi nmper.

"Why didn't they send for Ezra earlier?" he nuttered at Pat, linmting
his communi cation with Todd to a fierce glare.

"Todd only got her here a few mnutes ago. It happened about an hour
back he thinks."

"Todd, what was it?"

"Rroamal ," the child replied with a perfect pitched vowel. "I told her
it was bad stuff but it was bl oom ng and she picked it. Can she yell!" He
rolled his eyes expressively. "All the other girls ran away, screaming." Hs
tone indi cated what he thought of them "And then she started to hurt. And
cry. | had the worst time with her."

Pat groaned, shaking her head slowy.

Moody cane out of Maria's room also shaking his head.

"I'"ve given her a massive antihistamne, |'ve used a poultice to draw
out the toxic fluid but the edena in the hand is incredible. | never thought
-- " and he shook his head again. "These kids -- they just aren't suited to

such conditions. And we haven't tinme..."

McKee cane out, his face dark. Wen his glance took in Todd, his |ips
ti ghtened over clenched teeth.

"She says Todd warned her and we nmustn't think it was his fault this
time," and he enphasized the last two words slightly.

"I got her back as soon as | could, M. MHKee," Todd said softly.

"I know, son. The others ran off and left you. They, thought Maria was a
nda screaning.'

Reeve put his hand on McKee's arm trying to convey the secondhand guilt
he felt. He was ni xed up, for sonehow it still seenmed as if Todd energed as
the guilty one.

"It's not your fault, nor the kid's," MKee nuttered dejectedly, sitting
down heavily. "Like Ez says, these kids -- they're not used to this. Ch, we
showed "em filns, pointed out the dangerous weeds and ani nmals and stuff. But
they've lived all their lives where things that snap and bite are behind bars
or in books -- " He trailed off. "She's never hurt anywhere in her life. How
do you explain pain to her?"

"Doctor?" Dot's voice called. Ezra, roused fromhis thoughts by the
panic in her voice, rushed back into the sickroom

"I"ll fix sonething to eat for all of us, Mace," Pat offered and busied
herself in the kitchen

They were ready to eat before Pat called their attention to the fact
that Todd was no | onger there. Full dark had settled when Ilsa knocked
apol ogetically at the door

"I waited and waited and I'm awful hungry, nmother, and is Maria al



right?" she asked tentatively.

"Ch, good heavens, | conpletely forgot we don't have an automat feeder,"
Pat cried, full of renmorse for her neglect of the biddable child. Spoon
hal f-rai sed, she whirled fromthe stove to her daughter, her eyes wild. "lIsn't

Todd with you?"

"No, munmy, | thought he was here with you."

Swearing words he didn't realize he knew, Reeve charged out of the
house, up to the office for arms and power lights. Just as he reached the
porch, he caught sight of torches on the bridge. Squinting, he was just able
to make out a small group of Hrrubans Three of them and yes -- that smaller
figure must be Todd. They were headed straight for the MKees.

When Ken joined them Todd cane to a halt.

"I broke ny pronmise," he said in a defiant voice, "and we will have to
| eave Doona but Mrva has sonething that brings down rroamal swelling." He
pointed to Mrva who carried a pottery bow carefully in both hands. "Only you
gotta use it as soon as possible.™

Hrrul a stepped out of the shadow. "He said it was a matter of life and
death and too much tinme had al ready passed. That is why he broke his prom se.
He said he tried to tell his nmother but she did not |isten. W cane as quickly
as possible. WIIl your nan of healing allow Mrva to attend to the child?"

Christ, thought Ken irreverently, they have professional ethics, too?

"Mrva has used it on cuts of Todd's so we know it wll not have an
adverse effect on a bareskin," Hrrula added after Mrva fluttered a purr at
hi m

Reeve hurriedly ushered Mrva on to the MKees, and into Maria's room
expl aining quickly to Ezra. Dot MKee junmped up with a cry and pulled Mrva to
her daughter's side.

"Anyt hi ng, anything," Dot cried. "Just |ook at her arm Wat can | get
you? Water, bandages?" she asked, peering urgently into Mrva's face.

The Hrruban pointed to the pan in which cloths had been soaki ng. She
gestured the | evel of water she wanted and Dot rushed out, nuttering
i ncoher ent thanks.

Leaning slowy over the bed, Mrva touched Maria's cheek gently with one
soft finger. Maria was unconsci ous of her presence, npaning and restlessly
turning her head fromside to side, oblivious to externals. Her arm was
i Mmense with the edema, up to the shoulder. Mrva took the pan from Dot and
soaked a clean cloth, winging it dry before dipping in the salve which she
then began to spread generously on the child' s shoul der. She notioned to Dot
to imtate her. Side by side, the two wonen worked, laving the girl's armin
t he yell ow substance. Tenderly but firmly and ignoring the child' s cries,
Mrva turned the hand so that she could see where the rroanal toxins had
burned into the tender flesh of palmand fingers.

Then she repeated her mnistrations, beginning again at the shoul der
The original application was al ready absorbed by the taut skin but it was
obvious that the swelling had ceased its om nous spread.

"Well, | never," Ezra sighed as he exanmined the result closely. "
never." Then, because Mrva | ooked up in concern, he hastily added in hesitant
Hrruban, "This is good thing. W give you all thanks."

Mrva's jaw dropped into a snile and she nodded her head in
acknow edgnent before she turned back to her patient

Reeve and McKee | eft the sick roomand joined the others at the table.
Todd stopped eating, |ooked quickly at Hrrestan and Hrula as if for
reassurance.

"I"'msorry | didn't listen to you, Todd," MKee said, holding out his
hand to the boy. "You tried to tell ne."

Todd took the proffered hand and nodded solemmly. He inmredi ately took up
his fork and concerned hinself with eating as much and as quickly as he coul d.

"I would ask a favor of you, Rrev," Hrrestan began as Ken sat down
facing the Hrrubans. "A very great favor," he added, |laying a hand on Todd's
shoul der. The boy gave hima quick wide smle. "Concerning this very small



one.

Wth a pang which Ken had to adnit was jeal ousy, he realized that Todd
had never smled at himw th such spontaneous affection. Christ, what kind of
a father was he, anyway?

"I"'msorry Todd is such a nuisance,"” Reeve began apol ogetically.

Hrrestan's uphel d hand stilled his argunent

"No, he is not a trouble to us," Hrrestan continued, inclining his head
in a courtly gesture that robbed his remark of any hint of discourtesy. "It
woul d seem however, that when someone is set to watch this young hayuman, it
is the watcher who cones to harm" and Hrrestan's glance traveled from one
adult to the next around the table. "Yet it is not the fault of Zodd. The Bill
m sunderstood a friendly contest between Zodd and another cub of the same age
and received small injuries. The second day, an ol der boy appeared to believe
Zodd was in danger when he stepped into the streamto land a very large fish,"
and Todd beaned up at Hrrestan. "Today, although warned, the watcher of Zodd
pl ucked a flower that is poisonous. Are ny facts correct?"

The Terrans grimy agreed.

"Al ready he speaks our not-so-easy-|anguage. He understands what we say
to him" Hrrestan paused, his eyes carefully examning the faces of each adult
bef ore he conti nued.

"My cub, Hrriss, has spent the day unhappily,"” he said with a sigh. "Al
nmorni ng he waited for the small figure of Zodd to come down the slope to our
village. Al afternoon he lay in his bed, sighing deeply and sad." Hrrestan's

j aw dropped and he shrugged in a very human fashion. "After today, | think
Zodd will have no one to take himover the hill to our village and Hrriss wll
conti nue unhappy. Hrriss has ever been a |lone cub -- which happens to sonme --

but in Zodd he has found a heart that reaches to his, and a mind that
understands all that is not easy to say in words. This is rare. It is too bad
to part such friends. If you are willing, may Zodd come to our village each
day? Mrva has suggested it and is willing to assune the watching of this
young cub. There will also be an elder who instructs our young in the
traditions of the Hrruban. W hope that you will pernit Zodd to listen to this
el der who is wise and kind. | believe it will be of great benefit to both our
vill ages that one of your young beconmes close with one of ours."

Ken noticed that Hrrula was watching himintently, the green eyes of the
Hrruban brilliant, the body unnaturally tense. Hrrestan on the other hand was
rel axed and now smi |l ed encouragingly at Pat.

"Ken, that would be the nost terrible inposition," Pat tenporized, but
there was an incredul ous hope in her eyes.

McKee broke the inpasse by slapping his thigh and letting out a muted
Cr Ow.

"Sorry, Ken," he apol ogi zed absently, "but it's an ideal solution
Honestly, |'ve got nothing against Toddy but..."

Pat grimaced. "There's always a 'but' when discussing Todd. Ch, I'mhis
nmother but 1'l1 be honest. I'"'mthe first one to agree with you. After all

I"ve had to put up with himlonger than anyone else."

"Now wait a mnute," Ken said, feeling control slipping fromhis
pat er nal hands.

"Hey, man," MKee protested, "don't refuse. They offered, renenber, so
it's their idea. And just think of it fromthe standpoint of colony
relations."

"What col ony?" snapped Ken. "He's ny son. It's his good |I'mthinking
of ."

"Then remenber he's a natural at their kind of life," MKee said.
"Furthermore, when Alreldep gets here your Todd'Il be an Hrruban expert
conpared to the rest of us. Man, your son night be your passport into inproved
status. Think of it fromthat aspect."

"Bargain nmy own son?" Ken excl ai ned.

"You'd better," Pat said, her lips thin, her eyes anxious, "if you don't
want to go back to Aisle 45 and Proctor Edgar with Todd!"



I nwardly Ken shuddered and | ooked across the table at Todd. The child
had fallen asleep, his head resting against Hrula's velvety arm his dirty,
scratched hands linp on Hrula s encircling tail. Todd back in Aisle life?

"Pl ease consider Hrriss." A soft purr fluttered behind him and Ken
turned to see Mrva, her deep green eyes pl eadi ng.

"It is extra work for you -- " his voice trailed off as Mrva made an
i mpatient gesture at that protest.

"Mrva nade the suggestion,” Hrrula spoke up. "Hrriss will cone with us
in the norning to neet Zodd at the bridge. That way Zodd will continue to keep
his promse to nme."

"How do you say thank you, Ken?" Pat whispered urgently, trying to smle
at Mrva at the sanme tine.

Shortly afterward, Ezra Moody appeared to reassure everyone that Maria's
armwas appreciably better, so Ken and Pat excused thensel ves and left, Todd
sound asleep in Ken's arns.

"I have to admt it'll be a relief to come hone w thout worrying about
what col ony-shaking crisis Todd has precipitated during the day," Ken remarked

"You don't think we should have discussed this with Shih, do you?" Pat
asked anxi ously.

"He's got enough to plague himand it isn't as if we were giving Toddy
away or anything."

The noonl i ght touched her face, pensive and wi thdrawn.

Pat rebell ed against putting Todd to bed w thout washing off some of the
surface dirt. However, once he was tucked in for the night, Pat was, to Ken's
delight, anything but pensive and wi thdrawn.

Chapter Xvi|

SEARCH

THE NEWS of Todd's invitation was all over the canp by norning. Pat
remarked acidly to Ken that she thought the general relief was al nost
i ndecent. After all, Todd wasn't a nmonster and he certainly was the only one
of the children who got al ong on Doona. She felt as if she were paroling him
to the custody of the Hrrubans instead of sending himas an honored guest.

"The Hrrubans woul dn't have any of their meal y-nouthed kids," she said,
loftily maternal

"Honey," Ken draw ed warningly.

"Well, he is ny child," and she gl owered at Ken

"And be honest, hon, you're the gl addest of all to get rid of him"

"It just isn't natural," she wailed, abruptly contrite.

He pulled her into his arm kissing the end of her nose affectionately.

"I"l1l get you an appointnment with the col ony head-shrinker for those
guilt compl exes," he said. She gave a little sigh and | eaned agai nst him

Once Ken reached the lunber team he took so nmuch teasing that he began
to understand Pat's irritation. Before he reached the end of his patience a
m nor energency diverted everyone's thoughts from Todd.

That night Todd returned fromthe village, relatively clean, two new
cuts neatly bandaged. Proudly he handed over to his nother four brace of the
smal |l ground fow the Hrrubans relished. He had trapped them al
si ngl e- handed.

"You shoul d have seen his little face when he presented themto ne,
Pat murrured, her eyes m sting.

"You shoul d see yours," Ken retorted.

"Ch, you! Yipe!" because Ken had pinched her after the fashion of
husbands who wi sh to prevent their fenales from waxing oversentinental

"We' || be barn raising day after tonorrow right enough,"” Ken announced
at the dinner table. "Todd, do you think you and Hrriss can catch a whol e ness
of these whacha-cal | uns?"

"Brrnas? Sure!" Todd replied, his eyes snapping with pleasure at the
chal | enge.

Ilsa regarded himw th an expression akin to awe.

Ken,



"How do you catch then?P" Pat asked.

Todd | aunched into a bl ow by-bl ow description of the process that nade
Ken's eyes widen. Pat's face took on an expression of horrified fascination.

"I think it's cruel, cruel,” Ilsa cried out in anguish junmping up from
the table and running fromthe roomin tears. Pat, with an angry glare at
Todd, rushed fromthe roomto confort her daughter

Todd gave his father a what-have-I-done-now | ook. Ken shrugged his
shoul ders and, for a few nonents, a bond existed between the two males of the
house drawn toget her against the vapors of their wonen.

Wien the children were in bed, Pat settled down on the wall couch, and
curled up agai nst Ken. There was a pungent aroma emanating from her hair and
Ken sniffed experinmentally.

"Ch, dear, that rlban sap stink just won't go away," she apol ogi zed.
"Did you know, they use it as a coating on their pottery before they fire it.
That's why their pots have that high glaze we couldn't identify."

"Hrmm " Ken nunbl ed contentedly, settling his cheek against her soft
hair. CGod, it was good to have your arnms around a woman.

"You know, |1'd very nuch like to -- well, do sonething for Mrva."
" Hmm "

"She had himall day and it's just -- oh, you know. "

" Huh?"

"But | can't think what to give her that she doesn't already have.
nmean, she's got so nmuch nore than | have."

"What on earth are you nattering about, hon?"

"Nattering about? | like that!" And she struggled up and out of the
confortabl e position he had arranged.

"I like it too," he grinned at her. "It's so dammed good to have you..."

"Just a monent, Ken Reeve. |'mtal king about sonething inportant.”

"I know, giving Mrva sonmething. Wll, hon, we're kind of out of our
el ement here. Seenms to ne the giving's all fromthem"

"That's exactly what | nean. Really, it goes against nmy pride to take
all the time. But what can | give her?" Pat's voice ended on a nournful note.

Ken ran his finger down the side of her throat to the holl ow of her
col I arbone, across her smooth skin to the top of her tunic.

"I tell you one thing you do Mrva doesn't -- you do fancy sew ng.
There's not a female in either village that doesn't |ike something pretty to
wear . "

"OfF course!" Pat sat up, delighted. "Just the thing." But when she tried
to rise, heading toward her small chest of treasures brought from Earth, Ken
pul | ed her roughly back into his arnms and silenced her protests with
del i berately passionate kisses.

The next eveni ng, when Ken got hone fromlaying the barn's foundations
and flooring, his house seened to have sprouted wings. Small fow carcasses
hung in garlands fromthe branches of the sheltering trees. Todd, Hrriss and
two ot her cubs who had hel ped transport this plenty, were squatting in the
front yard, consuming berry tarts with great gusto. They | ooked exceedi ngly
pl eased with thensel ves.

"My word is their command," Pat greeted her husband gaily.

"It looks as if he had organized the entire Hrruban youth for the dirty
deed. "

Pat | ooked at himcuriously. "According to him he did. And we'll need
it. Todd al so bears the nessage that the whole village plus sone extra
visitors fromthe south are conming tonorrow to help. The nmen to raise the
barn; the wonmen to cook."

"That's the plan," Ken agreed, stretching wearily out on the couch

"Dinner'll be a fewnore mnutes,” Pat told him bustling away toward
t he kitchen.

Ken cl osed his eyes and the sounds around himseened to magnify. He
heard the bubbling of boiling water in the kitchen, the clunk as Pat's spoon
hit the pot, the noises of the birds outside in the trees and the chatter of



the children. The Hrrubans burst into a purring |laugh as Toddy corrected

hi nsel f on sone ni spronounced word. The Hrrubans chanted it back at himunti
he got it right. This acconplished, the chatter subsided into a | ow purrish
runbl e and Ken drifted off into a doze.

The next day, an early norning thunderstormthreatened to postpone the
barn rai sing. The Hrrubans arrived, despite the storm and took shelter from
t he downpour in the nmess hall. They assured the colonists that the storm woul d
abate. Suddenly the sun cane out and the skies cleared of the scuddi ng bl ack
cl ouds.

By hi gh noon, two sides of the barn were up and the skel etons of the
others ready to be hoisted and joined. The wonenfol k called the men to tables
wher e steam ng nounds of crisply browned brrnas awaited the hearty appetites.

Hal fway through the nmeal, with a suddenness that left the Terrans
speechl ess, the Hrrubans seened to nelt away, into the forest, across the
bri dge, out of sight.

"Well, howd' ya |like that?" Gaynor exclainmed when the colonists realized
what had happened.

"That's odd. | didn't think they took a siesta," Dot MKee said.

Reeve caught the patronizing expression on Todd's face.

"Ckay, young man, so you know t he answer ?"

Todd assuned an i nnocent expression

"Way did they | eave, Todd?"

"You don't hear so good, do you, dad? Not like Hrrula." Todd grinned. He
stuffed another berry tart in his mouth, detouring the overflow of the juices
with a grubby fist. He wiped his hand carefully on his pants and pointed a
berry-stai ned finger skyward. "Something' s com ng. Sonething big. And | oud."

"Stop wiping your dirty hands on your pants,"” Ken adnoni shed absently.
"What' s com ng?"

In answer, the honming beacon lit up

"A message capsul e?" Law ence rmurmured hopeful ly.

Ken felt Pat's fingers twine into his, press themfiercely.

Todd shook his head and squinted up. "Bigger'n that. | can hear it," he
said and blithely reached for another berry tart, utterly oblivious to the
consternati on his announcenent had caused.

"So soon, so soon," Pat cried.

"Alrel dep?" Eckerd suggested tentatively and then cleared his throat
hastily.

Soneone had enough presence of mind to get binoculars, but by that tine
the glint of the sun on nmetal was al ready visible.

"Can't you distinguish the markings yet?"

"Too much reflection. But | don't think it's a big ship," Macy MKee
remar ked and passed the gl asses to Gaynor

"It's not a transport,"” Samsaid after a long, |ong pause. There was an
audi bl e sigh of relief fromthe small bunch of anxious adults. "I think it's
Spacedep. Here, you take a | ook Buzz," and he handed the gl asses to Eckerd.

"No, it's not a transport. It nust be Spacedep. They're the only ones
run that class ship."

"Codep said they were sending someone too," Hu Shih reninded them

"Whoever it is, it's trouble," Gaynor grunbl ed.

"You won, Sam " said McKee when the markings on the ship were clearly
vi si bl e.

"I can't call that wi nning," Sam grow ed.

"Why' d you suppose the Hrrubans | eft?" Pat whispered anxiously to Ken as
Hu Shih and Gaynor got into the tractor to welcome the arrival.

"Ask our authority," Ken said, jerking his thunb at Todd who was slowy
munching through his fifth tart. He seened to be the only one interested in
eating, although coffee was passed around while the colonists waited.

It took an unconscionably long time, Ken thought, for the tractor to
make the return trip. Maybe that was why he felt apprehensive and uncertain
when Al Landreau stood up in the back of the tractor sled to be introduced. He



was a conpactly built man, his close-cropped hair graying. H s piercing glance
swept over the scene, the bird carcasses, even Toddy munching stolidly away.
"Have you eaten, Commander Landreau?" Hu Shih asked politely.

"No, although the offer is appreciated,” was the crisp reply. "I early
|l earned to stick to my own diet. That way | don't experience any cravings for
foods I can't have in deep space.” It was not so nuch a criticismas a

statenment of the facts of his way of life, but Reeve was certain not a single
adult mssed the inference. The colonists would find it doubly hard to return
to the pre-processed taste of Earth.

"Commander Landreau is here to conduct a search for signs of alien
i nvasion," Hu Shih remarked formally, his expression bl and.

"I"ll require the assistance of all indigenous personnel,"” Landreau
sai d, |ooking over the nmen and nentally picking out those he would recruit for
t he j ob.

"There's a little confusion over the exact definition of 'indigenous
personnel,' Commander," Law ence said with covert hunor. "You see, we feel the
Hrrubans are indigenous. Now |'m sure they'll be glad to help..."

A flick of Landreau's hand cut Lawence off.

"You," and the finger stabbed at the colonists, "are the indi genous
personnel as far as Spacedep is concerned."

"W -- " and Reeve paused, imtating the spaceman's rhetorical style,

"di sagree."

Landreau' s sharp gl ance swng around to isolate Ken fromthe rest. Reeve
had the feeling that every nerve and sense in the man's body was concentrated
on himand him al one. Unconsciously he straightened up.

"Yes, Landreau, we disagree," he repeated. "And you will have to too,
Conmander, no matter what official position you have been ordered to take. The
Hrrubans are very nmuch in evidence and their habitation is pernanent.
Consequently, they rmust be considered indi genous.

Landreau blinked his eyes once, the only sign of his reaction. The nman's
supreme self-assurance infuriated Ken but he kept a close hold on his tenper.
It would be intensely satisfying to witness Landreau's di sconfiture when they
showed hi mthe Hrruban vill age.

"The Hrrubans have spent all week hel ping us cut and trimlunber for the
barn here and, just before you arrived, they were joining us in lunch," Hu
Shih said, determinedly pleasant as he indicated the tables which had
obvi ousl y accommodat ed nore than the nunber of col onists.

Landreau di sregarded such evidence with a carel ess gesture.

"You realize, of course, that you have | aid yourselves open to severe
penal ties for unauthorized contact with aliens,” he said with flat
di sapproval

"Look, Landreau," and Ken stepped forward, "dunmp that alien bit. The
Hrrubans are entirely too know edgeabl e about this planet and its resources to
be aliens. Your Department ostensibly surveyed Doona, and Alrel dep searched it
before they cleared it to Codep for our colony. Well, survey and search
notw t hst andi ng, the Hrrubans are here and you boys will have to adnit to
maki ng a mi st ake."

"Prove it!" said Landreau expressionlessly.

"My pleasure,"” Reeve retorted, anger flaring unreasonably within him He
shook off Pat's warning hand. "Follow ne." He started across the Common to the
bri dge.

"You' ve got a copter," Landreau rem nded himin a curt tone.

Ken turned and | ooked the spaceman up and down as contenptuously as he
hi rsel f had been examni ned.

"The village is in deep forest and inaccessible to a copter. W wal k. "

He and Landreau | ocked gl ances as he issued his chall enge. The spacenan
shrugged and gestured ironically to Reeve to continue. Lawence, with a
cryptic nod to Hu Shih, fell in with them

As the three crossed the bridge, they could hear Gaynor's rousing
bel | ow.



"Ckay, okay, so we |ost our hel ping hands but we've got to get the job
done. ™

Once across the bridge, Reeve set out at a bruising pace that drew a
startled exclamation from Law ence. The spaceman, however, was i nperturbable
and | engthened his own stride to match. Before they had reached the m dpoint
of the initial slope, Reeve could see the shine of sweat on the spaceman's
forehead. Lawrence, in the same keen physical trimas Reeve, was just
begi nning to breathe heavily as they topped the rise. Landreau was panting but
he kept to the pace set.

The trio plunged down into the wel cone cool of the soughing forest.
Reeve was forced to sl ow down or careen off tree trunks and boul ders. At
first, he attributed the absence of snoke to the fact that the Hrrubans had
pl anned to eat with the col onists that day. They'd' ve banked their fire. But
when he didn't see the bul k of the houses through the trees by the tinme they
reached the edge of the clearing, a curious feeling hit himin the pit of his
st onmach.

"What the hell ?" Law ence denanded, turning around in the enpty site,

i ncr edul ous.

Where Reeve had first squatted under the needle tree with Hrrestan and
the other elders of the village, there was no dust where restless fingers had
made patterns; only an unbl em shed thick |ayer of tree droppi ngs No
i ndentations were left to mark where the heavy trestle bench had been; no
bur ned- over area where the fire had flared. Only the silence of the forest and
the frantic scuttling of Reeve and Lawence to find some scrap of artifact
that woul d bear witness to the village's existence.

Wth a blandness that bordered on insol ence, Landreau watched their
hecti c search.

"You' ve had your fun but I'Il set the pace on the way back," he draw ed
at last. "And from now on."

Knowi ng that protestations were usel ess, Reeve attenpted none and,
shruggi ng hel pl essly at this unexpected devel opnent, he curtly notioned to
Landreau to lead off.

Suddenly a small body erupted into the village site, round-eyed, breath
com ng in staggering gasps. A panic-stricken Todd dug frantically in the mulch
where Hrriss's house had stood.

"They' ve gone. \Were are they?" he sobbed, hysterically interspersing
hi s gaspi ng phrases with Hruban wails of despair. "Daddy, where are they?" he
demanded, darting to his father and tugging at his hand as if Reeve sonehow
could lead himto his friends.

"I don't know, son. | just don't know," Reeve admitted, |ooking about
the cl earing, anywhere except into the tragedy-filled eyes of his son

Todd dropped his father's hand and whirled on Landreau, who was wat chi ng
the scene with an expression of cynicismthat deepened into a puzzled frown.
The small wiry body seenmed to coil |ike an overwound mechanism And, with al
the hatred of a loyal soul, Todd directed his righteous anger at the spaceman.

"You," and the force of the small boy's contenpt made the spacenan take
an i nadvertent step backward, "you drove ny friends away!"

Chapter XVII|

HEREAG N, GONEAG N, FI NNEGA N

REEVE WALKED PAST the hal f-finished barn, its bare studs pointing
skyward |i ke accusing fingers. He was going to report to the inplacable
Landreau the results of another day of fruitless searching. He had |ost track
of the nunber of drones he had | aunched and retrieved. As soon as one
returned, a newtrajectory was inserted, its filmcapsule was rel oaded, and it
was sent up again. He was now wei ghed down with exposed filmwhich he hoped
woul d keep Landreau up all night.

Only one burn had so far shown up. Wth a triunphant gleamin his eye,
Landreau had taken off in the copter, to return-silent. Eckerd had reported
sardonically that there had been nothing nore suspicious on the scene than a



natural forest fire, caused by the lightning stormthe norning of the barn
rai sing. Some of the larger stunps were still snoldering but the charred earth
was cool and devoid of chemical traces.

Wien Landreau overheard soneone mention the nountain caves, he had
mounted a search party. To himthey could easily harbor every variety of
alien. All he found was dust, until Ben was attacked by a spider, the size of
a dinner plate and extrenely poisonous. But the spider was indigenous. And the
necessity of getting the veterinary back to the canp cut short the expedition
The fact that Mody attributed Ben's continued life to Mrva's yell ow paste
did not register with Landreau at all after a chemical analysis proved the
paste to be conmposed of Doonan herbs.

Reeve was forced to adnire the dogged determ nation of the spaceman. How
t he Hrrubans coul d have escaped the notice of such Vigorous, intensive
searchi ng def eated Ken

He nounted the steps of the mess hall clunped wearily up to Landreau's
neatly organi zed desk and tossed his |oad of reels down in front of the
i mpassi ve spaceman

"Care to try submari ne probes?" Ken taunted. "This finishes the aerial
series. And, incidentally, the fuel for those probes."

The cl ear quick eyes locked with his briefly and then Landreau snorted.
H s self-assured passivity rem nded Reeve, oddly enough, of Hrrula.

"Swi tched sides?" Landreau asked. "Make up your mnd, Reeve. Do you want
i ndi genous personnel or don't you? Who do you want in the role? Yourselves or
your -- mass hal |l uci nati on?"

Ken said nothing and withdrew, trudging up the path to his cabin.
Suddenly he wondered who he did want in the starring role. The colonists or
the Hrrubans? If the col onists were indigenous, they had not abrogated the
Principle and could remain. But, and Ken shook his head sadly, the colonists
knew t he Hrrubans were indi genous and that they nust |eave.

Neverthel ess, it was personally satisfying to see the haunted doubt
flare occasionally in Landreau's eyes. And it was curiously gratifying, too,
to find that the Hrrubans had been able to disappear so tracel essly. He knew
the I ocation of two of the other villages, and Dautrish and Gaynor had been at
three others. No speck, spot or scorch could be found of any Hrruban
habi tation. A respect for themwas nmngled with a depressing sense of |oss and
frustration.

There had been quiet tal k anong the col onists, half-verbalized wi shes to
justify their initial reports by at |east one trace of the vani shed natives.
Then oblique relief when the nost careful search elicited nothing. But the
colonists could not avoid the noral issue. They knew the Hrrubans exi sted and
no matter how keenly they wi shed to remain on Doona, their conditioning on
Co- Habi tation was too strong.

"I"d i ke to know how Landreau can explain away those films we sent in
of the first contact," Lawence had remarked in a hurried neeting Hu Shih had
called after the first day's fruitless searching. "And those artifacts we sent
in after the bridge was built. W can't repudiate them | adnmit it nakes us
look a little foolish right now but..."

"Landreau's | ooking for aliens, not natives," MKee had said.

"Yes, but goddanmit nan, where did our natives go?" Ken had demanded.

That question sang in his ears as he stopped to | ook down the sweep of
the Conmon to the bridge. The wind fromthe nountains cooled his face and he
sniffed it for any trace of snmoke. Only the ci nnanony odor of the porous wood
trees filled his nostrils, nothing nore. He trudged wearily on toward his
house.

Under the needle tree that drooped over their roof stood what had lately
been renanmed the 'nourner's bench.' The central figure was the pathetically
passi ve Todd, his hands for once linp on his thighs, his face i movably turned
toward the bridge. He scarcely seemed to breathe. Beside himand on the ground
at his feet sat several children, playing their endl ess quiet games, bearing
hi m conmpany in his sorrowin the curious way of the young.



"No change?" Ken asked Pat, indicating his apathetic son

Pat hurriedly dried her hands to enbrace him her eyes sliding fromhis
toward the child.

"Maria finally got himto eat something,"” and she gave a wy snile.
"Sonme form of blackmail was used, | think. Ch, Ken," and once inside the
privacy of the house, her chin trenbled and she di ssol ved agai nst him
weepi ng.

Ken held her close, wi shing that he were pernmitted to indulge in the
t herapy of tears.

"Ken, when | think how nean |'ve been to him-- how nean we've all been
-- telling himto shut up, to sit still, to be quiet -- and then to see him
sitting there, hour after hour. Ch, Ken, | know he doesn't sleep. He just lies

there, staring at the ceiling..."

"Honey, honey, it won't be |long now Landreau's about given up,"” and Ken
tried to inject honest encouragenent into his reassurance.

"Do you really think so?" Pat asked, |ooking up at himwith watery eyes,
sni ffling back her tears.

"Looks that way. You know, in a sense, Todd brought this all on
hi msel f."

"Ken, how can you possibly..."

"Well, Pat, one thing that has kept Landreau here is the look in Todd' s
face when he charged into the clearing. W mght have sonme notive for
decei vi ng Spacedep, but not that six-year-old kid. Although why Landreau
t hi nks we invented natives, or aliens, | don't honestly know. But it's Todd
who' s kept Landreau | ooking. God knows, there's not a stitch of evidence to
support our story."

"Ken -- will they cone back?" and Pat's face began to crunple again. "I
nmean, after Landreau's gone, will they come back?"

"That's not as big a question as how and why did they disappear in the
first place."

Toddy was still sitting on his nourner's bench when the rest of his
fam |y had finished dinner. Resolutely Pat had taken food out to him Ken
turned his chair to watch. Every evening that week Pat had advanced on her
fasting son with the grimdeternination that food woul d pass his |ips that
night or else. An hour later, 'else' had been reached and Pat woul d trudge
back to the cabin to seek solace in Ken's arns. Tonight Pat's pilgrinmge was
interrupted by the arrival of Landreau and Kate Mbody. The trio stood | ooking
down at Todd and sonething in Kate's face pronpted Ken to join them

"I don't care what your authority is, Spaceman," Kate said in a harsh,
al nost defiant voice. "I will not permt a minor in ny charge to undergo such
an ordeal. The lasting effects of such a treatnment are too brutal to be
consi dered. "

"So you intend to be a party to treason?" Landreau demanded. He jutted
out his chin until his head appeared neckl ess, drawn down between his
shoul ders, giving hima vaguely Cro-Magnon | ook

Kate snorted derisively. "Don't be ridiculous and don't play the heavy
mlitant with me. | will not risk warping a mind to ease your consci ence or
save your reputation; not on the grounds you supply.”

Pat seated hersel f beside Todd, her armthrown protectively around his
shoul ders. Todd paid no heed to their presence. He kept his eyes unblinkingly
on the bridge. Reeve noved hinself obtrusively into the spaceman's way.
Landreau wat ched Todd t hrough narrowed eyes. Wth a darting gl ance, he gl ared
first at Ken, then at Kate, before turning again to Todd. Then he snorted,
shrugged and, turning smartly on his heel, strode back to the office.

Deep ni ght was broken by the roar of his ship's departure. The noise
roused Ken and Pat, and Ken, a sheet clutched around him rushed out to
wi tness the bright |ance of fire arrow ng skyward.

"Just like himto take off in the niddl e of the night," he grunted when
he was satisfied that the ship was achi eving an escape velocity instead of
veering off for an atnmosphere flight. "But | wouldn't put it past himto



doubl e back and hi de out sonewhere,” he added under his breath.

As he padded back to bed, he passed Toddy's room and heard a
| ong- drawn-out sigh. Peering around the doorpost, he saw Todd turn over in
bed. Slowy the child curled up into the tight little ball in which he always
slept. Pat called it "winding the spring for the next day.' Quietly Ken | eaned
over Todd and saw that the eyes were closed for the first tine that week. A
happy smile curved the childish lips. Infinitely relieved, Ken watched a
nmonent | onger to be positive. Satisfied, he tiptoed back to bed.

"Landreau's good and gone. And Toddy's asleep,” he told Pat.

"Asl eep?" Pat sat bolt upright, clutching at the sheet Ken was spreading
back over the bed.

"Yes, nmy dear girl, asleep. Bet you anything the Hrrubans are back in
their village tonorrow "

"How can you sound so sure?" Pat denanded

Ken pounded his pillow into subm ssion, dug his head into the depression
and drew the sheet around his shoul ders.

"I"'mnot sure of anything on this crazy, mxed-up world, but just wait
until tonorrow "

Chapter XX

THE WRONG S| DE

"KATE MOODY, | will not punp ny child," Reeve decl ared, pounding the
table to enphasi ze his position

"Kenneth Reeve you're as wall-thick stubborn as he is,"” Kate flashed

back.

"Good thing too. Seens to ne though, Kate Mody, you're reversing
yourself. | heard you tell Landreau you wouldn't..."

Kate flushed. "You know damm well |'m not asking your perm ssion to drug
the child and dig into his subconscious. |I'mnerely asking you to ask him
to..."

"Cet his best friend to give away trade secrets,"” Reeve finished for
her. "And I won't. No sweat, Kate, | want to find out as badly as you do. But
I will not ask nmy son to violate his friendship with Hriss. It means too nmuch

to him Wy jeopardize it for a woman's sinple curiosity?"

"That's just like a man, bringing sex into it," Kate snapped wth
trenchant scorn and exasperation

"Bringing sex into it?" Ken gagged, trying to hold onto the shreds of
his tenper.

"You nmost certainly do when you use the noun 'wonman' as a possessive
adjective," Kate replied.

"Now, wait just a nonent, you two," Pat said, stepping between them
"What makes you think, Kate, that we could get Todd to tell anything he and
Hrriss have tal ked about ?"

Kate blinked at her in surprise. "Wat d you nmean?"

"I mean that Todd is monosyllable king. 'Honey, did you have a good day

with Hriss? " Pat mnicked herself, turning her head one way. " 'Yep.' " She
approxi mat ed Toddy's oddly bass voice and turned her head in the other
direction. " "What did you do?" '"Ch!' " and Pat's shoulders lifted in a
childish shrug, " 'nothing.' '"What did Mrva give you for lunch?" 'Ch, nutty
stuff.' '"You nmean it tasted like nuts or it was nutty-nutty stuff?" 'Yep.' "

Pat regarded the two with amused tol erance.

"I absolutely defy either of you to get much information out of
exchanges |ike that."

Kate had the grace to | ook sheepi sh and Ken straightened up, righteously
redeened.

"I did, I admt," Pat went on, "try to find out nyself."

"What ' d he say?" "What'd he say?"

Pat shrugged and | aughed, spreadi ng her hands wi de in adm ssion of her
failure. "He said, 'they went soneplace else for a while.' "

Kate sagged with defl ation.



"Kate," Pat rem nded the psychol ogist, "you were the one who told ne
Todd was unique and we'd sinply have to let him'dree his ain wierd in the
world." Mnd your own advice." Then she turned back to her needl e-work,

i gnoring the other two.

Aimessly Kate wandered out and finally sat down on the nmourner's bench
Ken j oi ned her.

"The ironical part of it all is that Landreau is right,’
"They are aliens."

Ken | eaned forward, supporting his el bows on his knees.

"They must be, | suppose,” he agreed reluctantly, "because | cannot
figure out how el se they could dismantle that village and the other five and
hi de them so effectively. Carrying houses through the forest? Up the
nmount ai nsi de? Throw "eminto the river?" He shook his head. "Even if they
coul d have hidden the houses sonewhere -- in the deepest caves, for instance
-- it just wasn't physically possible in the tine between Landreau's
touch-down and our arrival at the village.

"It just isn't possible, even with an advanced technology, to spirit
away a substantial installation in a fewmnutes. | admt," he said generously
as the two saw Todd appear on the far approach of the bridge, "that they had
nore time to take the other villages apart, but not Hrestan's."

Kate sighed over the enigma. Todd scuffled toward the bridge alone, his
step still jaunty after a |l ong, busy day. He turned toward the woods, his
figure alert, and tentatively raised one armin farewell. Hrriss nust be just
beyond their sight, Ken decided. Todd turned homeward, kicking a stone out of
his path as he trod across the bridge. Hi s purring song was now audible in the
qui et evening air.

"But | don't understand why they'd want to di sappear in the first
pl ace," Kate remarked plaintively. "Particularly since they know we've taken
films of themand taped their voices. | mean, why hide from Landreau?"

"I haven't figured that out either, but it's the nub of the solution."

"I should think that they would have shown thensel ves to Landreau.
mean one man, in a small ship, couldn't constitute a nenace to the Hrrubans,
so why | eave w thout explanation or clue?" Kate was saying as Todd passed them
on his way to the house.

Todd halted and regarded them thoughtfully.

"Hrriss said things aren't ready yet," he vol unteered.

"Ch," Kate draw ed slowy, laying a warning hand on Ken's arm as she
felt himstiffen attentively. "Wat things aren't ready?" she asked in the
manner of the indifferent adult.

Todd shrugged. "Ch. things." He | ooked down again at his bare dirty
toes. Then he gazed off again toward the bridge, his eyes squinting in the
last brilliance of the setting sun

"So they had to go away to get things ready?" pronpted Kate absently.

"You mean when he was here?" and Todd jerked a finger skyward.

"Hmm " Kate agreed. Ken was awed by the control of her rel axed,
sem -indi fferent manner

"Naww, " Todd replied. "Mom can | have sonething to eat? Hrriss and ne
m ssed supper.”

"Certainly. Conme in and wash first, though," Pat replied, unaware of
what she was interrupting with her ready acqui escence.

Ken and Kate exchanged di sgusted | ooks.

"What things?" Ken demanded in frustration when Todd had di sappeared
into the house. "Wy nust things be ready?"

"Well, if the confusion fromour planet is any indication, they must be
overheating their conputer circuits for a print-out on their own col oni al
program " Kate suggested, sluffing off her own disappointment with wy hunor.

"How much tine do they need? And for what? And how can you extrapol ate a
conput er science for the Hrrubans -- " and Ken stopped, suddenly struck by the
menory of Hrrula scratching in the dust on Saddl e Ri dge. Goddammit, the nman
had drawn sanpl es of a binary-type conputer print-out. That couldn't have been

she nused.



a random desi gn, the odds were too nmuch against it. Ken squeezed his eyes shut
in an effort to recall the exact pattern of 0 and 1 which Hrrula had

i nscribed. The Hrruban had been trying to give hima nessage, perhaps. But why
not speak it out |loud? Ch, he had had the tape on, but what would that matter?
Al right, Reeve, think a little. Ken slapped his forehead.

I nspirati on?" asked Kate, anused at his distress.

"No, | can't renenber something which mght be inmportant,” he gritted
out between teeth clenched at his own density. Kate would begin to believe he
had gone bonkers if he voiced his incredible notion

And suddenly Ken was certain that Hrula had meant to reassure hi m by

that curious nmethod. He coul dn't speak out because -- Ken groaned inwardly
this time -- because Hrrula was al so using a tape recorder, hidden somewhere
on his person -- which could be easy with such a mane of hair. O secreted in

that ornate knife handle. A race that could disappear in a flash could al so
have m niature recording devices. Again Ken withed inwardly. Wat were the
odds that the Hrrubans had bugged the col ony, barn, ness hall and cabin? Very
hi gh, Reeve, very high

Panic flooded himas he tried to edit every gathering, every
conversation that might have any derogatory comments that woul d prejudice the
Hrrubans agai nst them Well, that explained Hrula s sometines capricious use
of good Terran. Was he perhaps the Hrruban semanticist? No, he'd been in the
vill age when Ken had made the first contact. O had the Hrrubans already known
the Terrans were in residence and prepared for it? Wiy do that? No, he was
positive that the Terrans were as nuch a surprise to the Hrrubans as they to
the colonists. But the aliens -- no, better keep the nmental tag of 'natives
he cautioned hinself -- the natives were far too famliar with the flora,
fauna and dangers of Doona to have cone after the colonists. But why the
sinmple villages, the lack of sophisticated tools and equi prent? Al beit, the
Terrans had inported little automated-nechani sns; mass had been their problem
in Phase Il11, so they had brought in only the versatile tractor sled and heat
converters. \Wat was Doona to the Hrrubans then? And was the col ony stil
faced with a test case of the Non-Co-habitation Principle? On what count had
Hrrula wi shed to reassure hin?

Kat e was aski ng hi m sonet hi ng and he rmunbl ed a neani ngl ess agreenent,
relieved that it seenmed to suffice. Resolutely he shoved the enigma of the
Hrrubans to the back of his mind until she had |eft.

But it wasn't until that night that he could return to the intricacies
of the problem Friend or foe? Christ, what had they been di scussi ng when
Hrrul a doodl ed in the dust? On yeah, about the col ony | eaving because the
pl anet was al ready inhabited. And then he'd gone on at |ength about the | ong
hi story of the Terranic aggression and genoci de. Onhh, he groaned at the
menory of such an admi ssion reaching Hrruban ears; ears unfamliar with the
Terran | anguage. Wat on earth had possessed himto tal k about that phase of
Terran history in the first place? What an inpression to be m sinterpreted!

Ch God, and Ken rolled over, groaning with retrospective inpotence. How
far up the scale of civilization were these Hrrubans? M ght they be powerful
enough to wipe out the Terrans as unfit to spread through the gal axy? Wuld
the Terrans suddenly becone this century's Siwannah Tragedy? And why did they
pl ay at being sinple soul s?

Suddenly his sense of proportion overrode this wallow ng in renorse. And
he was put in mind of Todd, with the ridiculous rope tail dangling aft. Todd,
whom t he Hrrubans cul tivated assiduously; Hrrula, fascinated by horses,
secretly amused, and practicing subterfuge to reassure Ken. Yes, by God, al
instinct informed Ken that Hrrula had been reassuring him

In the restless half-doze that finally overtook him Ken was again
subj ected to his personal nightmare. It was so nmuch a part of his sleeping
pattern that he could enter the dreamat any point of its famliar course. Any
point, that is, except the ending, which eluded himalways. Tonight he
involuntarily started at the beginning. There was the gray street of towers,
towers | oom ng uni magi nably far above him defying geonetric axi om by touching



the tips of their parallel towers so that the desired sight of the sun was
denied him Onward he woul d dash, to the left, to the right, backward

forward. Then the nocking towers were tel escoping into thensel ves so that
there was the tantalizing glinpse of sunlight. Frantic, he would try to clinb
a tower, but as soon as he found a short stack, it would shoot up and its

nei ghbors woul d crouch down into their bowels. Somehow, he coul d choose

anot her tower, despite the eccentricities, and doggedly clinb, while on either
side other towers taunted himwi th dimnished length. And it would be
difficult to get hand and foot holds on the tower wall, for the surfaces would
rearrange thenselves He could clinb, panting, thirsty, weary, hot, desperate,
climb and clinb and clinb. Suddenly the blessing of sunlight blinded him
Threshing he woke, trying to shake off the masma of his dream grateful that
it was Doona's sun which had awakened hi m

A homely clatter of dishes brought himto full consciousness. He
staggered to the kitchen where Pat was busy washi ng di shes.

"' Morning," he nunbled, clearing his throat before he asked, "Todd gone
al ready?"

"Yes, indeed, sleepy head," Pat assured him pouring out coffee.

"Ch, | wanted to talk to him"

"You' d' ve had to get up very early then, dear. He was out and gone
before | was awake. | let you sleep because you were so restless |last night.
That's the first time that old nightmare has bothered you since | got here."

Ken's agreenent was | ost against his cup. Pat |aughed and combed her
fingers tenderly through his hair. She massaged his neck and shoul ders
briefly, laughingly evading his encircling arns to return to her stove.

"I tried out a recipe on Ilsa this norning,. It's called pancakes. The
old filmsuggests serving themw th 'butter and maple syrup.' "She |aughed as
she stuttered over the phrase. "I had to ook that up in the dictionary. W' ve
been getting butter fromthe cows, of course, but 'Syrup was made from sap
drawn fromthe sugar maple. Ilsa thought it m ght be conparable to rla but I
doubt it."

Ken did too.

"So," Pat ranbled on, "we used sonme of that sweetened berry sauce Mrva
sent over with Todd the other day and the pancakes are heavenly."

Ken |istened passively, sipping the hot reviving coffee as he watched
his wife noving around the kitchen area. He had never seen her nmove with such
a bounce nor her face so open and contented.

"Pat, you are happy?" he asked, interrupting her in mdsentence.

She stopped and stared at hima nmonent. her cooking utensil poised over
the pan. She blinked in the fashion she had when the focus of her thoughts was
shifted abruptly.

"Yes," she said definitely. "Yes, Ken, | amhappy -- just as long as |
don't think beyond the i medi ate task, beyond the day. | had never truly
realized how enpty and useless | was until | got here and started 'doing'

t hi ngs, not just programm ng machines to work for me. Ch, | guess it's al
right for nost wonen." She grinned maliciously. "Lord, one conpl ai ned about

t he noi ses the machi nes made and having to wait days for repairmen and -- al
that. But here, no waiting, | do it. No noise, except what | rmake. No crowds.

No crowdi ng," she added fervently. "It's freeing. It's..."

"...burning,” Ken put in drily, nodding to the stove.

"Ch, damm," she said, whirling to rescue the burning pancakes.

No sooner had she started another batch than Bill Mody canme racing to
t he door, catching hinself against the post to get enough breath to gasp out
hi s message.

"M. Adjei wants you at the corral on the run. Trouble."

W thout further explanation, he disappeared. Ken was halfway to the door
before Pat's gurgling |augh rem nded himhe was still in pajanas. She grabbed
cl ean coveralls fromthe washbasket and threw them at him Hopping from one
foot to the other, he cranmed his pajana-clad |l egs into the coverall pants and
stanped his feet into boots.



At the barn, Ben Hrula, Vic Solinari and McKee were al ready nmounted as
Ken swung up on Socks.

"Somet hi ng has stanpeded the urfa, Ken," Ben shouted the nature of the
crisis. "They're making for the grainfields. Hrrula saw them from Saddl e
Ri dge. The horses'l| have to have that grain to live out a Doona winter. W've
got to save it."

Infected by their riders' excitenent, the horses started noving out of
the stable yard at a nervous trot.

"We'll have to head off the leaders.” Wth that, Ben kicked his horse
into a gallop. Ken gritted his teeth as his mare, nonmentarily possessed of
five legs took her own sweet time settling into the easier gait.

Solinari, grimfaced, swng ahead of Ken, one hand, on his saddl e horn
as he, too, tried to keep in the saddle. Ken, having only a little nore
experience than Vic, envied Ben and MKee their hip-loose conformation to the
pl ungi ng notion. Hrula, grinning fromear to ear in sheer delight, seened to
the saddl e born, clinging like a vine to the back of his mare.

As the party passed Dautrish on the power sled, Ben shouted his warning
and Ken, | ooking behind him could see the botanist standing on the seat of
t he machi ne, scanni ng ahead of him

The dust cloud was rising higher and the | eaders of the herd soon becane
vi si bl e bl ack heads, tossing in the forefront.

The herd was heading straight toward them sweeping uninpeded toward the
grainfields and the settlenent, to the river beyond. The thunder of their
hooves reached Ken's ears over the noise of the five horses. It seened to Ken
that his pul se raced to match the tenpo of the onrushing nenace. For the
second tine in his life he was frightened by events he could not control
order or ignore. So fascinated was he by the danger ahead that he narrowy
nm ssed careening into Ben's stallion as the animal was pulled to a
straight-legged stop by his rider. Reining his mare ineptly around, Ken
trotted back to the group as Ben expl ai ned the nmaneuver necessary to turn the
her d.

It was a sinple matter of crowding the |leading urfas so that they were
forced to veer in another direction. Ben cautioned the nen that the urfa had
never seen horses and the sight of unfamiliar beasts alone might turn them

Before Ben could translate his direction to Hrula, the Hrruban had
al ready urged his animal onward. Considering his thoughts of the previous
eveni ng, Reeve wondered just how nmuch Terran Hrrula understood. His friendly
i nterest mght well mask an unsuspected ulterior notive. Yet Reeve could not
attribute hostility to the Hrrubans.

Ben's sinple instructions suddenly becane nore conplicated the cl oser
Ken got to the horn-tossing, wld-eyed, froth-covered | eaders. True, the urfa
had never seen horses but they were too involved in their witless stanpede to
spook at anot her nenace. The horses, on the other hand, had been raised as
rare specinens of practically extinct breeds in ideal, protected conditions.
Raw, raging wildlife in flight was nore than they could take. Not only was Ken
suddenly unable to carry out Ben's sinple strategy, he was barely able to
cling to the saddle of his terrified nmount whose sole aimwas to get herself
as far away fromthese chargi ng beasts as possible. Had Ken been a nore
experienced rider like Ben or a natural horseman like Hrrula, he mght have
anticipated the mare's attenpt to seize the initiative. He had one fleeting
glinpse of Ben, Hrrula and McKee, mastering their nmounts and running with the
urfa | eaders, before his mare headed ignom niously into the dust cloud.

Swearing with indignation and frustration, Ken had the presence of mnd
to rel ease the reins and yank back, repeating the process until he caught the
mar e unexpectedly and got the bit from between her teeth. Yanking furiously,
he managed to turn her only hal fway around. She backed obstinately away from
the direction he wi shed to go.

Heavi ng and trenbling, bloody froth foam ng at her nouth, she sidled
nervously. Ken belted her smartly with his rope. She bucked with a startled
nei gh. He nearly lost the rope, grabbing for his saddle horn. Furious at his



own i neptness, Ken kept swatting and kicking her, barely managing to keep his
seat but gradually getting her to nmove forward. Wth a resigned sigh, the mare
wal ked, stiffly at first, then broke into her five-legged trot until finally
Ken got her into a rough canter.
Squi nting against the sun and into the haze of the dust ahead, Ken saw
that the three men had managed to alter the direction of the urfa herd.
Resol ved that Socks must return to the scene of her cowardi ce, he kept
whacki ng her forward, ignoring the raw patches of flesh at his knees and
ankl es, the ache across his shoulders and the abused nuscles in his buttocks.
A smaller cloud of dust, rising at the far end of the valley, near the
upper woods, caught his eye. He hauled the mare to a stop. Straining to see
what caused this second cloud, it flashed through Ken's mind that he was not
the only novice horseman. He had not seen Solinari with the other three. He
turned the mare to investigate and, as she deci ded she was bei ng taken away
fromthe things which had frightened her, she accelerated willingly.

When Reeve got cl ose enough to pick up the second trail, he was glad he
had foll owed his hunch. A single horse had passed here at a frantic pace. The
trail led east, at a tangent fromthe urfas' course, down to the end of the

val l ey. The mare cantered easily now, her sweat soaked neck drying, her gait
snoothing out to a mle-eating | ope. Each collect jarred the raw patches on
hi s knees, however, and as the trail led farther and farther away fromthe
settlenent, it occurred to Ken that neant just that nuch nore distance on the
return journey. He was sure he would have no flesh left on buttock or thigh

Apprehensive for Solinari's safety, he kept on. The trail he followed
changed its pattern and he guessed that the other nmare had dropped to a trot.
Solinari nmust have finally got her under control. Up the slope the trail |ed
and down into the drier plain beyond.

Faintly on the wind was borne the sound of a scream the |ike of which
struck answering terror in both Ken and his nare. She came to a stiff-Iegged
stop and began to trenble. Whinnying, she brought her head up in a painful
collision with Ken's nose. Trying to control the mare and t he nosebl eed t ook
all Reeve's attention for a nonment. The nare danced as the scream sounded
again and agai n and, as suddenly, died away. The mare snorted nervously and
began her backward prancing again. Wth a determ ned whack on her runp, Ken
urged her forward and to his surprise she conplied.

She | oped forward, snorting occasionally, as Reeve tried to convince
hi nsel f that the scream had been aninmal, not human. The runaway nmare had
probably been attacked by a nda, or maybe slipped in a hole and hurt herself.
To lose a brood mare in foal was bad enough, but it didn't necessarily foll ow
that Solinari had cone to grief at the sane tine. Reeve tried to ignore the
grow ng physical disconfort of saddle galls.

As he rounded a rise, the plain beyond cane into full view Wth a
screamvery |like the one they had heard, his mare reared pawi ng the air. Wen
her front hooves touched ground, she spun around. Reeve nade no effort to stop
her second mad flight. He had no desire to stay in the vicinity. Only the fact
that there was no sign of Solinari near the apparition that seened to be
i ngesting the mare whol e consol ed Reeve. |If Solinari had been still atop the
horse when the gigantic reptile had attacked, he was al ready dead.

In the interests of getting back to the settlenent in one piece, Reeve
gradual |y brought the mare down to a lope. He alternated reassurances to Socks
with incrimnations agai nst the unprintabl e nmeat-heads who were supposed to
have surveyed this planet. There had not been so nmuch as a subheadi ng or comma
on reptil es possessing jaws w de enough to acconmmodate a full-grown mare.

H s horse, weary fromnore hard riding than she had endured in all her
short panpered life, gradually slowed her Iope to a jolting trot. Ken kept
trying to prod her back into the easier lope but finally gave up and |l et her
wal k. He foll owed his own outgoing tracks on the way back. Looki ng ahead, he
saw that the now placid urfa were grazing far down the valley by the river,
safely beyond the fields. Sentinel-like, he saw the sil houette of one |one
hor seman agai nst the bright nmorning sky, the horse's neck drooping forward,



the rider's body in a stoop-shouldered slant. The scene reni nded himof a
picture he had seen as a child in a museum Once again the feeling of terrible
| oss assailed himas the unreceptive center of his soul struggled with the
renorseful know edge that he nust |eave this grandeur, this spaciousness, this
thrilling recurrence of danger.

He pull ed up sharply by Macy MKee, the |one guard.

"Solinari?" he asked, not able to add nore to the question

"Broke his leg. The mare tossed him D d you find her?

"More or less," Reeve adnmitted, heartily relieved that Vic had parted
conpany with his mount | ong before her end.

"What d'you nmean? More or | ess?"

" "Natives' we got, and reptiles too," and Reeve could not control the
enbittered enphasis on the initial word. "I wonder what other unnmentioned
surprises the Scouts didn't discover are going to ooze out of this world to
confound us."

"Reptil es?"

"Bi g enough to ingest a mare -- in one piece."

He left McKee to mull over this conforting information at his |eisure
and turned the mare toward the stable.

The sun was at its zenith when he eased hinself painfully out of the
saddl e at the corral. The mare farruped at himin weary recognition of hone
and rest.

Ben and Hrrula came striding out of the barn, both relieved at his
appear ance.

"Where did you di sappear to?" Ben asked, automatically feeling the
mare's chest as she greedily slurped in the water trough

"I thought Solinari was on a runaway," Ken sighed,

so | took off after
him"
"He's got a fracture,” Ben said, unclenching Ken's fist fromthe reins.

"Didn't you see himget tossed?"

Ken shook his head. He was so sore he was positive he'd never be able to
di smount. He did not resist Ben's hel ping hand. H s | egs wouldn't straighten
The noi ses the mare made as she sucked in water were cool sounds. Reeve
staggered to the trough and shoving her away fromthe tap, buried his hot face
in the water. Conming up for air, he | eaned agai nst the edge, |ooking up at
Ben, finally able to communi cate his di sgust.

"You -- and your 'urfa have never seen horses,'" he muttered sourly.

"I amsorry, Ken. | amsorry," Ben said fervently, his eyes devoid of
anusenent. "It never occurred to me the boot would be on the other foot."

"Hoof , you nean," Ken corrected caustically. "Onh, we got al one
fine-after a while. That is," and he dragged out his syllables, watching
Hrrula intently, "until the mare got wi nd of the snake."

Hrrul a straightened, his body alert, his ears flattening against his
skull as he threw his head up to sniff the w nd.

"Snake?" Ben exclainmed, in the act of rempving the sweat-crusted saddl e
pad, so he didn't see the Hrruban's reaction

"Reptile, | ought to say, to give it full nmarks. One thinks of snakes as
being small. This here now reptile had a jaw span wi de enough to eat a mare --
in one bite. | didn't stay around to note further details."

"There was no nmention of reptiles of that size in the report," Ben
protested, his face blank as he absorbed the full neaning of Reeve's news.

"There was no nmention of Hrula's ilk either,"” Reeve rem nded him
succinctly, shaking the water fromhis hair. The notion started the nosebl eed
agai n.

"OfF all the m sbegotten, unprintable days," Reeve swore. He felt |ike
such a fool, standing there dripping water, blood and stale sweat, too
saddl e-sore to stand erect. "Scared nares, stanping urfa and starving snakes!"
He caught the listening look on Hrula' s face as the Hrruban jerked his chin
suddenl y skyward.

Pressing his bloody nostril shut, Reeve |inped bow | eggedly to Hrula



and grabbed his arm
"Di sappeari ng agai n?" he demanded roughly, not bothering to use Hrruban
"These are our orders, Rrev, much as | would desire to stay," Hrrula
grinned and, disengaging his arm trotted away toward the bridge.
"What did you nmean?" asked the perplexed veterinary. "Wat did he nean?"
"You'll catch on, Ben, you'll catch on," Ken assured himand staggered
off in the direction of hone.

Chapt er XX

TURNABCQUT

"KEN, " Pat called plaintively through the | ocked bathroom door, "Hu Shih
wants to know how soon you can attend the neeting."

"When |' m dammed good and ready,"” Ken replied, easing his buttocks into
anot her position in the steam ng tub. The dammed plastic was slippery.

The ice cube at the back of his neck slithered into the water and
di sintegrated before he could locate it. He waited expectantly but the
bl eeding didn't start again so he resettled back into the warnth

"Are you feeling any better?" Pat asked tentatively.

"No! Go away!"

When Hu Shih hinmself tapped politely at the door, Ken had finally
energed from | ukewarm water and was drying hinself with great care.

"Ken, | need your support at this neeting," the man began calmy. "The
Hr rubans have di sappeared again and, if it were not for the film evidence of
their existence, |I'"'mafraid the entire personnel of the col ony woul d be

recl assified as neurotics."

"Good!" Ken said savagely and then swore because he had i nadvertently
transl ated the forceful ness of speech into action and rubbed the rough
toweling over a particularly raw place on the inside of his leg. "For Christ's
sake, honorable and respected sir, send Ez Mbody over with something for these
unprintable saddle galls..."

"Did you say the Hrrubans are gone agai n?" asked Pat. The note of fear
in her voice took Ken's attention away from his sores.

"Yes. When Lee took the -- was Toddy there today?" exclainmed the
nmet r opol ogi st .

Pat's horrified gasp answered him

W apping the towel around his m ddl e, Ken yanked the door open, barking
his finger on the catch as he flipped it. "And there's no sign of Todd
anywhere either?" he demanded, sucking the scraped finger

"Ch, Ken, your legs!" cried Pat, her eyes wi dening.

"Dam ny | egs! When | get ny hands on Hrrula, I'mgoing to yank his tai
out and | eave hima bl oody stunp!™”

"Ch, Ken, you don't -- you can't think they'd hurt Todd?"

Ken stopped midstride and stared down at Pat. Her face was white. She
was scared breathl ess, her hand fl attened agai nst her cheek in the age-old
gesture of feninine distress.

"No. Todd's safe. They set great store by honor," he said wthout
explaining his remark. "But this whole bit is ridiculous. Ridiculous!

Ri di cul ous!" he shouted, pounding his fist on the wall with frustration. "And,

dear Shih," he continued, whirling on his heel to face the man, "if you insist
on dragging ne up in front of those half-baked, half-dozen, semn noronic
xenophobes, 1'll dam well tell 'emexactly what | think of their unprintable

department."

"Kennet h Reeve!" Pat excl aimed, aghast at his expl osion

Reeve glared at her so fiercely that she stepped backward and cl osed her
mouth with a snap on what she had been about to add. He gave the col ony | eader
one nore glance, unable to express his seething fury coherently and stal ked
off to his room

"What are you going to do, Ken?" asked Pat tinorously.

"I"mgoing back to the bed | never should have left this unprintable
nor ni ng. "



"And Toddy?" she quavered, following himto the door

"Todd is the only one on this whole unprintable planet willing and abl e
to take care of hinself."

Wth that, he slanmed the door in his wife's face and did exactly as he
said he woul d.

Stewing to hinmself and unable to get confortable even in bed, Ken could
hear the | ow nunble of a hasty conference between Pat and the metropol ogist.
He ignored it. Silence fell. Still nuttering under his breath, Ken tw tched
his resisting body this way and that. Never in his |ife had he experienced
nore than nonmentary disconfort. The events of this notable norning had heaped
indignity after indignity upon him Wallowing in the totally new enotion of
physi cal self-pity, Reeve wondered what the hell was keepi ng Mbody. They nust
have sent for him They nust know how pai nful these galls were. Wy didn't
Moody arrive? It was inexcusable that he was allowed to suffer so when relief
lay in a hypospray. Wiere was Mody? \Wat was keepi ng hin?

He was ready to stormout in search of the doctor when there was a qui et
knock at the door.

"Conme in!"

The door swung open but there was no greeting, no sound of anyone
stepping into the room Irritably Ken swung around, but at the sight of Ezra's
expression, he had to | augh

"I"ve a good idea what Pat said to you but for Christ's sake, man, make
with the salve. | hurt deep.”

Moody grunted as he entered the room However when he had flipped the
towel away, and surveyed the extent and condition of Reeve's sores, his
attitude thawed considerably. He innmedi ately adm nistered a shot. Wth
unexpect ed gentl eness, he sprayed a salve on thighs, knees and ankl es and
noti oned Ken to reverse.

Al ready relieved by salve and painkiller, Ken grinned as he flipped onto
his stomach; displaying the ultimte indignity horse can perpetrate on man.

"I'"d better take a | ook at the mare's back," Mody chuckl ed.

"As far as that pigheaded, pigny-brained mare is concerned,"” Ken began
gritting his teeth against the exquisite tenderness of his rear, "she can --

"You' re nowhere near as inventive as Vic was," Mody remarked. "Now this
i s what he suggested would be fitting." And by the tinme Mwody had finished
Solinari's theory on the care and treatnent of recalcitrant mares, Reeve was
restored to good hunor.

"You really had better get up to the office,” Mody said to Ken
seriously when he had finished. "The chief is getting a hard time he doesn't
deserve and he's too much of a gentleman to retaliate in kind. Alittle plain
speaking is required. By sone incredible semantic gymmastic, it seens that we,
the colonists, are at fault."

"Are you ki dding?" and Ken reached for his coveralls.

Moody shook his head gloonmily as he handed Ken his boots. As they nade
their way to the office, Ken noticed the col umar shape of the Codep ship on
the landing field. It was larger than Landreau's, for Codep was in the habit
of sending del egations rather than single officers.

"They give the distinct inpression that we created the Hrrubans to annoy
and enbarrass Codep." Moody said.

Reeve qui ckened his steps. H s physical disconfort was nunbed but his
m nd was honed to such an edge he'd have tackled the giant reptile
confidently.

"So, instead of show ng the Spacedep these mi shegotten natives and
thrusting the bl ane on then?" Mody said, "we allow -- get that, 'we allow --
the Hrrubans to decanp; heaping coals of ridicule on Codep's collective head."

"And how in the hell do they think we feel?" Reeve muttered angrily,
stanping up the steps injudiciously, jarring his sore body even through the
anal gesia. He sl apped the door open with the flat of his hand and stood on the
t hreshol d, surveying the scene coolly.



At one end of the large room stood Hu Shi h, | ooking harassed; Gaynor and
Law ence appeared about to explode, while Dautrish was overenthusiastically
showi ng the four Codep officials various artifacts of Hrruban manufacture.

In the light of his suspicions, Reeve found hinself wondering if the
Hrrubans had run these itenms up especially for Terran benefit. The rest of the
adult col onists were grouped at one side, a tension of sullen, stunned silence
emanating fromtheir environ

Pat hal f-rose when she saw Ken enter. Dautrish, noticing her novenent,
saw Ken and trailed off in mdsentence, causing the Codep nmen to | ook around
i ncuriously.

"Ah, Ken, | deeply appreciate your conming in in view of your injuries."
Hu Shi h said.

"Il live," Ken assured himexpressionlessly as he |linped toward the
del egati on.

"CGentl enen, may | present Kenneth Reeve, our jack-of-all-trades and our
Hrruban expert,"” Hu Shih began politely. "These ranking officials of Codep..."

"I's this the man who reported seeing a giant reptile?" asked the short,
pl unpest menber of the group. Showi ng no nore courtesy to his confreres than
toward Hu Shih, the man pushed past intervening bodies until he stood al one,
eyei ng Reeve patronizingly.

Pointedly waiting until a name was supplied him Ken remained silent.

"Now, Chami nade," a tall, skeletal man began, touching his superior's
armdeferentially, "I"'mwell acquainted with Reeve's father-in-law, you know
Masaryk in Detailing and..."

"Yes, Chami nade,"” Ken interrupted, "I reported seeing a giant reptile.
It was no, particularly interested in ne as it was busy eating a mare at the
tine. | didn't wait to be introduced then, either." Ken heard Pat's indrawn

gasp of astoni shnent.

"The mare was being ridden by one of your so-called cat natives?" asked
Chami nade cont enpt uously.

"No. And Hrrula is a natural horseman, unlike us poor ill-equipped
ill-trained fools who | anded here on an unexpl ored, inproperly surveyed,
i nhabited pl anet, expecting by the sweat of our brows and the galls on our
asses to make it our hone."

Ken ignored Hu Shin's frantic gestures.

"Furthermore, |I'Il take you to see ny giant reptile that is not listed
anong the things that walk, swm fly and crawl on idyllic Doona. O course,
it too my have di sappeared, |ike our natives and our villages. And ny

si x-year-old son. But spare us the contenptuous gl ance and the patronizing
sneer. We could easily have denied ourselves the pl easure of your charm ng
conpany but we thought that a certain basic principle was involved and in al
i nnocence reported the violation. However, the matter is no |onger your

concern, but Alreldep's and I just hope the hell that that omi scient,
omi pot ent agency stirs itself to do nore than try to pass the buck again.
"Eckerd, warmup the copter. | insist on showi ng these gentlenen," and

Ken |l arded that courtesy title with venom "another of our own special
per sonal i zed Doonan hal | uci nations."

Turning on his heel, Ken strode fromthe hall, not really caring if the
Codep nen foll owed but knowi ng they woul d.

Despite an overload, the copter made it to the plain in considerably
less tinme than it had taken Ken to cover the distance. Coldly he pointed out
the swollen body of the inmense reptile. It lay, torpid with sun and
satiation, the mare's carcass straining the skin of its mdsection coils.

Chami nade al one mmi ntai ned his conposure. Wen no one asked Eckerd to
make a second pass over the reptile, Buzz opened the copter up, leaving the
scene in haste. Ken sadistically noted the varying reactions of horror, fear
and active nausea.

"I cannot understand, however," Chani nade remarked coolly, "why you have
allowed a child of such tender years to wander unprotected with such nenaces
as this in the vicinity."



"You don't know Todd," Eckerd answered hi m nervously when Ken kept
silent. "Besides, M. Chaninade, as Ken pointed out, we didn't know there were
such menaces as gigantic reptiles and catlike natives on Doona, Not that the
natives are nmenaces, mnd you."

"We're the nenaces, Cham nade," Ken snapped. "O rather, you're the
nmenace because you won't | ook at sonmething you don't want to see: at something
that threatens your oh-so-confortable niche; your oh-so-confortable theories
and procedures, and your all-inportant status -- which Doona threatens with
its reptiles and its natives. Well, you all have to admit you saw a reptile
back on that plain, with an undi gested mare carcass mdsection..."

"M. Reeve, is that necessary?" the skeletal nman demanded, his
conpl exion tinged with green

"No, not necessary but true. O are you going to erase that from your
tapes too, because, like us, it's too nuch for your overcivilized nental
di gestion to cope with?"

Chami nade did not waste energy sputtering with indignation as did his
col | eagues. But his eyes narrowed and he bore a striking resenblance to the
fat reptile under discussion

"You know, Chami nade," Reeve continued inexorably, "I know why Codep
made up that Non-Cohabitation Principle. And don't give ne that nonsense we've
all been so carefully conditioned to accept. Do you know the real reason?"

"Perhaps you'd better tell me," suggested Chani nade very quietly and
very gently.

Eckerd shot Ken an appealing | ook, a halfhearted attenpt to restrain
hi m

"Because we Terrans woul d make such a mi serabl e show ng conpared with
the nost barbaric tribes in their own environment that the nmyth of Terran
superiority would be exploded forever. W're not trained, as barbarians are,
to survive no matter what the odds against us. Last winter three of us dam
near froze to death because we didn't have sense enough to recogni ze the
danger of a blizzard. | won't count the nunber of near fatal accidents with
the nost primtive of inplenents until we mastered them And it was sheer good
fortune that we had enough pre-processed foods to | ast us through the |ong
cold because we couldn't have killed a brna if it had sat down to be killed.

It took us nonths to be able to butcher what we did manage to kill, and a few
nmore nonths to get hungry enough to eat it because of our conditioned

revul sion to natural foods. Al we'd been trained to do -- in spite of all our
book learning -- was to exist -- stupefied, spread out Hall by Corridor, by
the Aisleful -- stale, stupid, stagnating.”

"Why, this is preposterous!” Skinny exclai ned, shocked. "Wen | tel
your father-in-law .."

"Tell him anything you want," Reeve snapped, not taking his eyes from
Chaminade. "He'll listen to you. He has to. | don't."

"You ought to," Chami nade rem nded himsoftly with a slight snile

"You mean because you're Codep?" said Ken as the copter |anded. "On,
Chami nade, we're not under your jurisdiction any longer. Nor is this problem
you'll be relieved to know, on your backs. The Hrrubans are not native to this
planet. So we are officially, and by the fine print in our contract tapes,
part of Alreldep. And the sooner they get here and attend to the business at
hand the better. Not that | expect any nore intelligent treatnent fromtheir
hands than we've had fromyou and Spacedep."

Ducki ng his head, Ken junped fromthe copter brushing past the anxiously
awai ting colonists and striding across the bridge.

Chapter XX

RETURNABOUT

ALTHOUGH HE KNEW a search woul d prove futile Reeve went directly to the
village site. Gudgingly he adnitted that the Hrruban di sappeari ng act was
t horough. He stood on the site of Hrrestan's honme, in the spot where Hrriss's
room ought to be. He kicked and prodded through the mul ch and uncovered not



the slightest trace of habitation

What ever their notives, he was positive that the Hrrubans intended no
harmto Todd. The boy was safe with them and probably far happi er than he had
been in his own settlenment, anong his own people. That thought no | onger
rankl ed. Ken had cone to realize that he would have to wait until Todd
best owed his friendship and affection on his father; it did no good to chase
after it. If Ken didn't force himself on Todd, Todd woul d sormeday decide to
trust him

Ken sat gingerly down on the cushiony nulch and tried to draw sone
rati onal conclusion fromthe present di sappearance. Actually, the Hrrubans
could have escorted Todd to Saddl e Ri dge. The kid' ve been safe. Wiy had they
taken Todd al ong with then? And what kind of tinme did they need? Their
t echnol ogy nmust be consi derably nore advanced than the Terrans to effect such
a total withdrawal. Ken snorted to hinmself; it had taken themno tinme at al
to devel op those convenient artifacts, all of bona fide Doona origin.

The qui et gl ade cal med himand the sweet cinnanony perfunme of the forest
soot hed his overburdened senses. He rel axed enough to fall asleep, until the
orange eye of the sun glinted warning of day's end. Reluctantly, but feeling
refreshed, Ken rose and went back to the settlenent.

Pat raced across the bridge as soon as she saw him Know ng how anxi ous
she nmust be, Ken felt conscience-stricken for his delay, and ran to neet her

"He's with themall right, but I'msure he's safe, Pat."

She buried her face in his chest and sobbed. He conforted her gently,
letting her cry it all out. After a few nminutes, she pushed hi m back
snuffling and funbling in her jacket.

"Dam, " she stanmered, realizing she had no tissues. She snmiled and
wi ped her eyes with her fist. "Landreau's back," she announced. "He wants to
see you."

"I"'mnot surprised. He was probably lurking on the further noon."

"He was," Pat said in surprise. "And do you know what?" she added
angrily. "They found out we're collecting things to bring back to Earth and
they're going to decide what we can take. At the rate they've been vetoing
anything that would bring a decent credit, we might just as well forget the
whol e i dea. And another thing," Pat's eyes were flashing now "Renenber that
sapphire Mace spent hours cutting? Well it just happened to di sappear.”

"And so the exalted are tenpted, hnmm?" and Ken felt sick with the
bitterness of additional disillusionment. "The sooner we get off Doona, the
better. Wt don't deserve its bounty."

Pat's sigh was half a sob. He put his arm around her shoul ders,
wonderi ng how nuch nore defeat they woul d have to endure.

"Landreau's at the nmess hall, Ken," Pat said, halting as he guided her
in the opposite direction, toward their cabin.

"So? If he wants me, he'll find me at hone."

"Ken, | can't tell himthat," Pat objected.

"Pat, honey, you're telling himnothing. You' re going to cook ny dinner
They can't take that away fromne -- yet."

" Ohi

He could feel her resisting himever so slightly. He turned her toward
hi m

"Pat, I'mtired of deferring to this departnment and that manager. |'m
tired of apologizing for ny right to exist, for what |'ve seen, for what |
know -- for what | am |If Landreau has anything to say to ne, he can find ne.

This nmorning was the last tine | trotted obediently in answer to an official
sunmmons. "

He opened the cabin door, then saw Pat | ooking at him scared and
uncertain. Relenting, Ken took her by the shoul ders and gave her a little
shake.

"Don't you see, Patty? It isn't a question any nore of culture, it's a
guestion of courage. Wth that theft, Codep has |lost the right to comrand our
loyalty. Landreau lost it by refusing to believe us or Todd." He sighed. "I'd



gi ve anything to believe Alrel dep has one brain in its collective head, but
the odds are sure against it."

"Alrel dep doesn't enter the picture, Reeve," said Landreau who had
qui etly approached the house.

"Ch yes they do. The Hrrubans are not native to this planet."

Landreau snorted contenptuously. "Don't try that on ne, Reeve. | won't
credit it. Your so-called native-aliens are gone again, all right, because
they never were here! And |'ve got proof. | planted satellite guards al

around this planet. Nothing could have got through. And according to those
sentinels, nothing did. Except Codep's ship."
"I"'mnot going to argue with you, Landreau."

"You can't," and Landreau's expression was openly scornful. "And |'1]
tell you another thing. I'monto your little plot. Ch, | don't know how you
managed those films -- mghty clever, 1'll say that."

"What are you tal ki ng about ?"

"No skin off my teeth, pal, if you Tee Effs can't take the life. Open
space is too rmuch for you. isn't it? You all want to go back to your nice
confortable closets on Earth. Go ahead. 1'll help. Then we can open this
pl anet up to sone real nen!"

Reeve reached out and grabbed Landreau by the collar, jerking the
shorter man off his feet.

"I"ve had ny bellyful of insults today, Landreau. You want to retract
that statement?" and Ken poised his right fist right under Landreau's chin.

"Ken, don't!" Pat cried out, grabbing at his raised arm "You can't
fight with everyone. Not when we have to go back..."

When Ken saw Landreau's eyes flicker briefly with triunph, he thrust Pat
back and purposefully tightened his hold on the spaceman's jacket.

"Gve this planet a clear slate in your Departnent, renove Chani nade and
his farting conmpany and just see if you hear us pleading to | eave Doona!"

"But we've got to | eave, Ken. The Principle of..."

"Shut up, Pat. That dammed principle' s not even involved."

"Make up your mnd, Reeve," Landreau sneered and wenched hinself free.

When Ken took a nenacing step toward him Pat threw her arns around her
husband.

"Ken, stop it!"

"Where's your son, Ms. Reeve?" Landreau demanded curtly. "This tine you
and that Mbody woman won't stop me fromprobing that kid. I'lIl prove this is a
phony scheme to get hone."

Pat cried out in alarm but Ken threw back his head and | aughed at
Landreau' s request.

"Find him Landreau. You have to find himfirst!"

The spacenman marched angrily down the short corridor to the bedroons,
sl ammi ng open doors to peer into the enpty roons.

"Al'l right where is he? He wasn't with the other kids in the ness hall
Wiere is he?"

"He was in the Hrruban village when the Codep ship arrived, Landreau, so
wher ever the Hrrubans are, Todd is."

Landreau's sharp eyes bored into Ken's for one |Iong mnute as though he
could penetrate this suspected evasi on by sheer will power,

"Il find him Believe me, I'lIl find him Then we'll get to the bottom
of this!"™ And he stal ked out.

"Ch, Ken, why are you doing this?" Pat sobbed. "You've antagonized
Chami nade, and now Landreau and -- what are we going to do when we get back to
Earth? We'll be pariahs and..."

"Pat, don't you see why | had to stand up to thenf? For everyone's sake."
He held her a little fromhimso she had to | ook into his eyes. "They've been

pushi ng us around to suit thenselves, and as long as we let them they'll push
us further and further down."
"But we know the Hrrubans exist -- and they've got Todd. Oh, Ken, if

Landreau gets Todd, 1'll know he'll do a probe and..."



"Landreau will get Todd over ny dead body, Pat. But for the tinme being,
he's safe with the Hrubans. Bless '"em"

He could not reassure Pat. She had suffered too many disrupting shocks
in the past two weeks. And although his thoughts about the Hrrubans and the
reasons for their disappearing act were beginning to crystallize, he didn't
dare hold out such a vague hope to her. Not in her state of m nd

The sound of running feet penetrated Pat's soft crying and she clung to
himtightly, breathlessly.

"It"'s only Bill Moody, Pat. Todd's light on his feet."

But her body remnmai ned expectantly taut in his arms until Bill's reedy
voi ce called out.

"M. Reeve, M. Chami nade wants to see you i mediately."

"Ch, Ken," and Pat's voice held a world of entreaty.

"Thanks, Bill. Please give nmy complinents to M. Cham nade and tell him
"Il receive himhere."

Pat gasped and Bill's eyes went round and wi de as rocket tubes.

"Bububut -- he wants to see you," the boy repeated.

"Yes, so you said. Well, he can see nme here."

Bill stared at hima nonment |onger and then took to his heels as if a

nda were after him

"That boy's going to nake a good runner, by CGod."

"Kenneth Reeve," his wife broke away fromhimin horror. "Can you
i magi ne what will happen to that child when he repeats such an insol ent
nmessage to an official |ike Cham nade?"

Ken dropped his hands to his side and returned Pat's accusing gl are.

"Nothing will happen to the child. Let ne point out that ny message was
nmore polite than Chaminade's. But |'mnot going anywhere el se today unl ess
it's back to the bed I never should have left."

Pat was instantly contrite. "I forgot all about your -- wounds."

"My galls,"” he corrected her. "Well, | haven't," but it was not the
galls on his hide he was thinking about as he sank gratefully down onto the
couch.

He had barely settled hinself in as confortable a position as the nature
of his injuries allowed before he heard the subdued murnur of many people
nearing the house. He sighed resignedly. Well, this ought to be short and
sweet, he told hinself; just Iike ny frame of mnind

"It was so kind of you to cone, M. Chaninade," Pat began obsequi ously
as the Codep man, followed by his delegation, strode in. "My husband is in a
good deal of..."

"That's enough, Pat," Ken interrupted her sharply. Hs wife wasn't going
to suck up to Chami nade either

| received your nessage, Cham nade said acidly, brushing by Pat as if
she didn't exist. His little eyes, narrowed in his fat face, glittered with a
dangerous intensity. The others ranged thensel ves behind him every one of
them soci ally scrawny. Then Landreau entered, standing slightly to one side of
t he Codep contingent, his face expressionless save for his nocking eyes.

Hu Shi h and Lawrence canme in next, their faces set. They nodded to Pat
as they took positions behind Ken's couch, facing the officials. Qutside the
cabin, quiet in the twilight, the rest of the adult col onists stood about
anxi ously.

"Wn't you sit?" Pat suggested in an inane attenpt to restore social
behavi or.

"W shan't stay long," Chanmi nade said. "We have al ready del ayed our
departure, waiting for the return of Mster Reeve. Wiere did you disappear to,
M ster Reeve?"

"I went to the village," Ken replied evenly.

"Village!" Chami nade contenptuously dism ssed that with a flip of his
pudgy hand.

"Yes, the village,"'
Hr rubans today."

Ken repeated firmy. "My son, Todd, was visiting the



"I have had enough of your son and your village..."

"And enough of our reptiles?" Ken interrupted coolly.

Chami nade expl oded. "That's enough fromyou, young man..."

"And that's quite enough fromyou, old man," Ken retorted in a loud firm
voice. He got to his feet, cursing the awkwardness of his sore body. "Now, you
listen to ne, Chaminade. Because we've been listening to you, listening unti
' m nauseated by the sounds you nake as you blanme us for the Hrrubans, the
reptiles, the whole snelly nmess. But we're not at fault and all the official
doubl e tal k you can dream up cannot put the blane on us.

"What in hell were we supposed to have done when we found Hrrubans?
| gnore them because that Godal mighty report said they didn't exist? lIgnore the
reptiles too, until we get eaten by then? O is that what you really want,
Chami nade? Yes, there's your solution to the whole fiasco.

"We're just twenty-two adults, Chani nade, and a handful of quiet kids.
You can wite us off conpletely. Just |eave us here. Forget about Doona. Wite
it off as inimcal to human life. Then you can forget about Hrrubans that
don't exist and reptiles that shouldn't be. You won't be enbarrassed by the
Doona predi cament and the insolent, recalcitrant behavior of its indigenous
per sonnel

"Forget us. But don't patronize us. Don't call us liars. Don't rob us.
Get off our backs and get off this planet.”

"Are you quite finished, Reeve?" Cham nade asked in a deadly cold voice,
hi s enotions now seal ed behind his small white mask of a face. He even managed
to look a trifle bored.

"No, | haven't heard your ship take off. Ch, and as you go, return
McKee's sapphire. W won't ask questions but the Pol dep back on Earth
certainly will."

A flicker in the watchful eyes told Ken that the theft was news to
Chami nade. But at this point Hu Shih stepped forward, gripping Reeve firmy by
the el bow.

"If it were not for the Principle of Non-Cohabitation, M. Chan nade, |
could in all conscience second Ken's solution.” Hu Shih's voice, firmand

| oud, was polite, without trace of apol ogy or appeal. "However, in ny capacity
as | eader of these people who are all conscientious citizens of Terra, | rmust
deny us that dearest wi sh of remaining here. | demand that you provide us

transportati on away from Doona so that we do not abrogate the Principle which
has dictated our actions fromthe beginning of this unfortunate situation. W
have been treated disgracefully: our efforts discredited; our integrity torn
as you turn us into official scapegoats; while our futures have been

j eopardi zed by the dishonesty and covet ousness of nenbers of your del egation
| insist that you allow us what honor remains to us and arrange for transport
of f Doona."

"You'll get your transport all right,'
eyes never |eaving Ken's face.

"See here, Landreau, Codep is quite able to take care of its own
probl ems, " Chami nade assured himcrisply, the pose of the bored official
abandoned.

"Yeah, you've sure proved that with this bunch of fake-outs!"

Wth an angry curse, Ken | eaped toward Landreau and knocked himto the
floor with a savage and wel | - pl aced bl ow.

"There's a place for social incorrigibles Iike you, Reeve," Landreau
snarl ed, wi ping blood fromhis split lip as he got to his feet. "And that's
where Spacedep is taking you. Al of you!"™ He lurched out of the house,
bar gi ng t hrough the wat chi ng col oni sts.

"We'l|l see about that, Landreau,"” Chaninade shouted after him Chani nade
spared the colonists one nore fierce | ook before he beckoned his delegation to
follow himinto the night.

The col onists crowded into the Reeves's living room speechless but
anxi ous.

"What did Landreau nean?" soneone asked in a tight voice. "Were would

Landreau interjected, his sharp



Spacedep take us?"

"To one of the m ne planets, probably,’
indifferently.

"I"'msorry, Shih, Lawence, all of you," Ken said, suddenly cognizant of
the Iikely repercussions. "I was speaking for nyself..."

"Hu Shih spoke for all of us, Ken," Mody interrupted himand gestured
around as tense, grave faces echoed the agreenent. "None of us had the guts to
say it not even when we knew one of those ponpous farts had stolen Mace's

Law ence replied, shruggi ng

sapphire.”
"Well, if | get the sapphire back, maybe it'll buy us all sone extras in
the mines," MKee remarked.

"Could they really send us to the nines?" Pat asked trenul ously. "Could
t hey? W' ve done not hi ng w ong"

There was no answer.

"Say, what did Landreau nmean by calling us a bunch of fake outs?"

Law ence suddenly denanded.

Reeve l et out a bark of |laughter. "He thinks we faked evidence of
natives because we're afraid to stay on Doona, it's too nuch for us. In short,
we' re cowards, agoraphobes, Terraphiles, social slobs who want to get back to
safe lives on Earth."

The col onists burst out with angry, indignant denials, releasing sonme of
the terrible tension that had been, building up all day. Reeve let themrant
for a while before he quieted them

"You've all realized by now that the Hrrubans are not natives; not when
they can di sappear instantly wthout a trace.

"Hey, nothing passed Landreau's sentinels, Ken. | know the type he used,
so they -- they -- " Gaynor hesitated, perplexed. "Well, how the hell did they
di sappear ?"

"Matter transmitters,” Ken replied

"Tel eportati on nakes just as much sense," Law ence suggested slyly.

"Ah, cone on, you guys!" Gaynor groaned.

"Just because our scientists haven't been able to devel op natter
transmitters, it doesn't mean some other culture hasn't," Ken told the
skepti cal engineer.

"I prefer matter transmitters to teleportation,” Hu Shih said sol emmly.
"Logically speaking, that psychic ability is coupled with tel epathy of which
we have had little evidence."

"What kind of evidence do you need?" Law ence asked, his eyes dancing.

"Well -- " Shih floundered a nonent.

"Let's stick to the point," Gaynor suggested sarcastically. "Qur futures
are at stake. So they use matter transmitters, Reeve? Then why the hell do
they live in forest villages, using the nost rudinentary tools and no
nmechani cal equi pnent at all? That doesn't jibe."

"But it supports ny theory of teleportation,” Lawence chuckl ed.

"How can | know the why's or wherefore' s?" Reeve said quickly,
forestalling an angry rebuttal from Gaynor. "Let's assune, until we know
better, that the Hrrubans are as alien to this planet as we are. Then neither
Spacedep or Codep have any further authority over us. Alreldep does!"

"And that makes everything A okay?" Law ence denmanded cynically.

"No, but the contacts we have already nmade with the Hrrubans and our
grasp of their |anguage gives us a bargaining point with Alreldep for better
status," Reeve pointed out.

"Bu if the Hrrubans are aliens, then we have not offended the Principle
of Non- Cohabitation!" Hu Shih exclainmed, his face lighting with a joyous
relief.

"Ch, for Christ's sake." Gaynor threw up his hands in conplete
exasperation. "W're right back where we started!"

"If the Hrrubans are alien -- " Hu Shih | ooked keenly at Ken. "Are you
sure, Ken?"

"Hu Shih, I'mnot sure of a dammed thing. But if the Hrrubans are alien



to Doona, it'll explain a helluva |Iot of inconsistencies,” and Ken ticked them
off on his fingers; "Their intricate |anguage with pitch inflections; their
sophi sticated attitudes, the whole bit about the bridge fromtheir forcing the
i dea t hrough over our protests to its design and construction. The whol e
damed situation falls into focus if the Hrubans are alien."

"Except this nature-loving bit," grow ed Gaynor in the thoughtfu
silence that followed.

"And what kind of a colony did we plan to start?" Ken asked.

"A very good point," Lawence agreed softly, "but it leads directly to
anot her unsettling question. How rmuch nore advanced are they?"

Ken started to chuckle, he couldn't help hinmself. In the |ight of
Law ence's remark, the irony of the past weeks of association with the
Hrrubans struck himas enornously funny.

"You know, " he said, suppressing his anmusenent as a nore inportant
consi deration occurred to him "it might just be possible that they are
advanced enough, ethical enough, sophisticated enough not to feel the need to
absorb, donminate or manipul ate us." Ken caught the dawni ng conprehension in Hu
Shih's startled eyes. The netropol ogi st seenmed to expand as he grasped at the
inmplication. "Whuldn't it be a relief to know that we," and Ken included al
the colonists jammed into his living room "that we can al so be big enough
intelligent enough, maybe even wi se enough to accept them for what they are
wi thout trying to question or change or pose our values on then? Can't we have
| earned enough fromthe terrible tragedies of history, fromthe Siwannah
incident, to cohabit the universe? Miutually at peace with each other?"

"And |' m supposed to be the socio-psychol ogist," Lawence remarked in
qui et awe.

Hu Shi h enmbraced Ken, his dark eyes brinmm ng, unable to speak. Hi s
action rel eased the others fromtheir stunned refl ecti ons and everyone began
j abbering at once.

"You believe that this is what the Hrrubans have in mnd?" asked Ben
Adj ei, his deep voice cutting through the chaos. "They want peacefu
coexi stence with us?"

"I don't know what they have in mnd, Ben," Reeve answered honestly.

"Ch, but it is now obvious to nme that they do," Hu Shih interjected
excitedly. "They have shown us no hostility, although our presence on Rrala
was undoubtedly a shock to them Imediately they began to help us; even
agai nst our better judgnent, as witness the bridge. They insisted that we
learn their | anguage even as they willingly |l earned ours. Even when they
offered to -- excuse nmy bluntness, Ken -- help with the care and protection of
Todd And the fact that they would not abandon him alone, and frightened, far
fromhis own people in a dangerous forest sinply adds further weight to this
theory." Hu paused for a split second and then rushed on. "In fact, |
shoul dn't be the least bit surprised if the Hrrubans have not been testing us
in adroit ways to judge our cultural ethics and maturity. Truly, Ken, your
hypothesis is valid."

Ken | ooked startled. "For Christ's sake, peaceful coexistence is not
new "

"Yes, but never was it nore applicable,” Hu Shih beaned.

The night was cut by the crackling roar of a take-off ignition. A nonent
| ater the sound was augnmented. The tail flanmes of two ships punctuated the
dark spring evening and the col onists watched until the fiery colums had
dwi ndled to a star spark in the sky.

"Ah, but will we be allowed time enough to find out if this is what the
Hrrubans had in mnd?" Law ence asked softly.

"God, | hope so," Ken murnured, thinking of Todd

Chapter XXl |
DELAYI NG TACTI CS

KEN AWXE t he next norning, sore and stiff. Gradually he becane aware of



t he unusual silence at a tinme when Pat should be bustling about. He slid
carefully out of bed and padded quietly down the short hall to the kitchen
Pat was sitting at the kitchen table, her shoulders sagging in an attitude of
hopel essness.

Suddenly he regretted yesterday's rebellion and the bright hope of
coexi stence. He wondered how many others were uncertain in the clear Iight of
day. Then he pulled his shoul ders back. Damm it, he'd' ve been a coward to
knuckl e under either to Landreau or Chaninade. If he'd believed in hinself --
and the Hrrubans -- last night, he had better not vacillate today.

He cleared his throat to give Pat a chance to collect herself.

She turned with a snmile of determ ned cheerful ness. Ken bent to kiss her
and her responsiveness comuni cated her pride in him

As he straightened up, he caught sight of a fanmliar figure racing up
t he pat h.

"Cho, here comes our little harbinger of bad news," he declared as Bil
Moody skidded to a stop at the door. "You'll make a | ong di stance runner yet,
Billl"

"M. Reeve," Bill gasped, trying to grin, trying to grab enough breath
to get his message out. "Snakes!"

"Ch, Christ, not before coffee,” Ken groaned. "Where?"

Pat was al ready gal vani zing into action, handing himher full coffee
cup, sliding a dish of bread his way.

"You're going to eat sonething first," she scolded as she picked up the
di sh of brna eggs and made for the stove.

"M . Eckerd spotted giant snakes on the plain beyond the valley," Bil
panted out, slipping into the enpty seat.

"On the plain? Then the snakes aren't close enough to stanpede the

urfa?"

"M. Adjei wants to herd the urfa across the bridge to the other side of
the..."

Bill broke off, gawking at Ken's bl ack expression

"Across the river? Christ!" Ken swore savagely. "Ben ought to know
better!” Even if he had to straddle a horse -- Ken shuddered at the thought --
and herd the urfa hinself, they were not going across that river!

Bread in one hand, coffee cup in the other, Ken stormed down to the
barn, his rapid strides jolting sore flesh and nuscle.

"Ben, what's this about crossing the river?"

Ben turned, eyes wide with surprise.

"We can't have the urfa stanpeding through the grain. The horses'l| need
it next winter."

"And we can't encroach on the Hrruban's domain. Not one jot or tittle.
Particularly now "

"What's the matter?" asked Gaynor, appearing frominside the barn. "Wy
can't we nove the herd across the river? It's nmutual defense agai nst a comopn
eneny -- those snakes."

Ken groaned but the veterinary nodded slowy w th conprehension.

"I understand. W will nove the herd far down the valley. The prevailing
wi nd sweeps away fromthere and they will be unable to snell the snakes."
"Well, | don't get it," Samreplied sourly.

Ben put a restraining hand on Reeve's armas he began to answer Gaynor
hot | y.

"Sam it has been understood that across the river is Hruban territory.
Ken is right when he believes that it is an act of aggression for us to cross
the river with our possessions.”

"Hell, we don't own the urfa."

"It's the principle of the thing," Ken expl oded, slopping half the
coffee out of his cup with his enphatic gesturing.

"Not anot her goddam principle to foul things up?"

"The urfa stay on this side of the river," Ben said in a flat
non- arguabl e voi ce. "Besides, the grass is better on our side." The big



veterinary waved his teamout of the stable yard

Ken wat ched Lawrence, taking his place for the day, awkwardly hunchi ng
in the unaccustoned saddl e, bouncing ignom niously as the mare's gait
accel erated. For Lee's sake, he hoped the horses were adjusted to the sight of
urfa today.

Unfortunately, the other cattle and Socks, who remmined in the corral
were not downwi nd of the snakes. And Socks had had enough experience with that
scent to become hysterical. She raced round and round the high corral
conmuni cating her terror to the cows and the bull, the pigs and the people.
The nei ghing and | owi ng brought out the rest of the col onists. That was
fortunate because Ken i mredi ately suggested reinforcing the corral which Socks
was trying to kick down. They couldn't get near enough to her to get her back
into the barn where, presumably, her panic night |essen

By noon she was foam covered and so exhausted she could barely stagger
So Ben led her into her stall, tying her tightly just as the other horses took
up where she left off.

By late afternoon, the men called a hasty conference.

"My wife's scared stiff," Macy admitted. "She's got visions of us either
bei ng swal | owed by the snakes, beds and all, or yanked aboard a transport for
a quick trip to the mnes."

"The stench is terrible," Gaynor said, rubbing his nose in a piece of
toweling, sniffling uselessly. "CGod, it's everywhere; even makes the food
taste snake. Ugh."

"Look, that pass is narrow and it's the only entrance to our valley,"
Eckerd suggested. "Let's just blast it closed and be done with it."

"The Hrrubans m ght not want us to alter the | andscape,"” Ken protested.

"Look, Reeve, I'mall for peaceful coexistence while Earth plays
pass-the-buck," Lawence said, "but I'mnot anxious to be eaten by a snake as
an interimproject.”

"And how in hell do we know those Hrrubans are com ng back?" Gaynor
demanded, then blinked as he noticed Reeve's tense | ook. "Yes, | know they've
got your kid, Ken, but you'd better face the alternative."

"I amfirmy of the opinion," Hu Shih stated, rising to his feet, "that
the Hrrubans will return. The alternative is not consonant with the ethica
standards they have exhibited, nor with our |ogical extrapolation of their
future course. Had they not wi shed to continue to associate with us, they
woul d have remai ned away the first tinme."

"Have you logically extrapol ated why they di sappeared at all?" Gaynor
inquired. "Let's face it -- the traffic in and out of Doona's atnosphere has
been congested. If they are so scientifically advanced that they can | eave as
t hey choose, maybe they have left for good this time. Mybe we've already
failed those tests of theirs."”

"Yes, we may have," Reeve agreed slowy, aware that his throat was dry.
He had stubbornly refused to consider that the Hrrubans m ght not return --
this time. "It boils down to a question of faith. Nothing in our relations
with the Hrrubans so far can make nme believe that they won't return -- if only
to bring Toddy back."

"Do you think they know of the reptiles?" Ben asked.

Ken swore volubly. "I know damed well they do because | was watching
Hrrula. Then that farting Codep ship homed in and he left."

"You don't suppose their policy of peaceful coexistence extends to the
snakes, do you?" Law ence asked.

"They did settle across the river here, away fromthe reptiles
accustoned trek" Dautrish remarked. "And if these creatures follow the pattern
of reptilian life on Terra, they would nost certainly have territorial
i nperatives. My studies of the ndas prove that that species does. One can
assune it applies to the reptiles as well."

"Yes, but we are now in the snakes' back yard, and we've got to do
somet hi ng. Those things are too big for any weapons we have here."

"I would prefer not to ask the Hrrubans' good opinion," Hu Shih began



"Let's not carry that Principle too damed far," Gaynor grow ed

"However," Hu Shih went on, "as the Hrrubans are not loth to protect
t hensel ves from nda, as proved by Hrrula' s slaying of the one that attacked
Todd, we may take that as precedent. Eckerd, survey the pass with blasting in
m nd. How many nen will you need? Ken, would you please go to the village in
case the Hrrubans have returned?”

Ken was bitterly aware of Sam Gaynor's skeptical expression as he left
the mess hall.

Goddammit, why had Gaynor brought up the alternative -- '"if the Hrrubans
return'? And what about the nore unsettling corollary -- "if we're still here
when they return'? Everyone had ignored Landreau's threat. Spacedep had
precedence over both Codep and Alrel dep. Yet Spacedep had turned Doona over to
Al rel dep which had cleared it for Codep -- and the col ony.

Ken gave a mirthless bark of |laughter as he pounded across the bridge,
grateful for the physical exertion as a release fromthe frustration, doubt
and anger boiling up inside him Christ, could they pull anything out of this
fiasco besides the misery and angui sh?

If the Terrans had failed the Hrrubans' test and they never returned,
then the Terran colony could stay -- if they could elimnate Landreau's
threat. And if they could re-establish cordial relations with Cham nade and if
-- what if Todd..

Ken resolutely jogged up the slope of Saddl e Ridge, unable to dwell on
anynmore if's.

The Hrrubans had not returned. The forest clearing was enpty of any
trace of them Ken hadn't really expected anything el se. He was used to hope
deferred. He considered hanging around the site until it occurred to himthat
his very presence m ght possibly be inhibiting their return. He got as far as
the edge of the forest before a second notion struck himso forcibly that he
raced back to the clearing. It was not outside the real mof possibility that
t hey had sone kind of nobnitor systemrigged in the clearing.

"If anyone is listening," he called out, carefully pitching the Hruban
accents, "please tell Hrrula or Hrestan that the col ony may be taken from
Rrala at any tinme. W are also in danger fromthe giant reptiles and nust take
steps to protect ourselves." He paused, turning in a slowcircle, willing his
eyes to find sone evidence of Hrruban reception. "Tell Todd -- tell Todd we'll
stay as long as we can. |If you could just send himback -- no, Todd' s better
off with you," and Ken broke off, running hal fway to Saddl e Ri dge.

He reached the nmess hall in tine to see the wonen hel ping Buzz Eckerd
| oad the copter with the plastic expl osive.

"We've got to seal that pass tight," Eckerd told him all the while
swal | owi ng nervously. "I did a sweep down that plain and snakes are all of a
sudden everywhere."

Pat cane out of the stores shed and raced up to her husband, her face
nmut el y appeal ing. He shook his head sl owy and hugged her tight when she
burrowed into his arnms for confort.

"Ken, what if -- " she nunbl ed.

Ken gave her a little shake. "Look, hon, what if isn't doing us any
good. Let's start thinking in ternms of and when. If we trust the Hrrubans, we
trust them up to and including Todd." She turned tear-filled eyes up to him

"Pat," he said sternly, "you let Todd go to Mrva, right here on Rral a,
didn't you? Because you |liked her and trusted her, right?"

"Yesss. "

"Then continue to trust her. She hasn't changed just because she's
renoved fromthe village."

"Well, if you put it that way," Pat conceded, straightening.

The homi ng beacon lit up

"Who coul d be com ng now?" Pat wonder ed.

"Well," Ken drawl ed, scratching his head, "we've got quite a choice:
Hrrubans, Alreldep, Codep, Spacedep and who knows who all else is interested
in Rral a- Doona?"



"Whoever it is is not going to be confortable with snakes in their
| aps," Buzz said. "I'mgoing to get the plastic out to the pass, Ken. You make
like a wel coming conmittee until | can bring Hu Shih back."

The copter had I ong since dwindled to a speck by the tine the inconing
ship was visible. It was a much |arger vessel than the previous visitors; in
fact too large to confort the watchi ng wonen.

"You don't suppose Codep is actually sending transport to take us off,"
Kat e Mbody remarked, shooting an anxi ous | ook at the Reeves.

"That is a possibility," Ken heard hinself answering calmy. "And if it
is transport to take us off Doona, we got nore to worry about than the
snakes. "

"But why do we have to | eave Doona now?" Kate exclai med. The Hrrubans
are aliens, and the Principle of Non -- "

"Yeah, Kate, but we don't happen to have a few Hrrubans around as proof.
And no one trusts us!"

"Maybe it's Alreldep!" Pat suggested w th sinmulated cheerful ness.

Ken shaded his eyes but the ship was still too high to make out nore
than the inposing size of her rocket flares.

"Kate, be a good kid and go get the binoculars and keep that thing in
sight. If it is Alreldep, we're okay. If not, we've got to delay."

He raced to the ness hall ahead of Kate, pulling aside the panel that
contained the comunit. Frantically he signaled for Buz to cone in, cursing
fluently when he realized that Buzz probably hadn't bothered to turn the
copter's set on. They hadn't used it nuch.

If he could just get the nen to scatter, on the chance that this was
Spacedep or Codep, that would del ay departure. Recklessly going on his theory
that they were being observed, Ken spoke in a |oud, clear voice.

"Hrrubans, if you're watching, there's a big ship landing and it may
mean trouble. Please put in an appearance. Please bring back ny son."

Then he left the hall, at a run for the stable. He had to get to the
bl asting party. Socks, however, was not about to cooperate, tossing her head
away fromthe bridle, dancing and heaving when he tried to cinch the girth. By
the tine he was able to lead her fromher stall, he was ready to brain her

"You can turn that beast |oose," a familiar voice ordered himas he
enmerged fromthe barn

Ken whirled to see Landreau, |eading a squad of space narines,
approachi ng fromthe Conmon. Beyond them Ken could see additional squads
roundi ng up the wonen and chil dren

"Where're the rest of the men, Reeve?"

"You have no jurisdiction over us, Landreau," Ken replied, glancing
quickly at the marines. Al they carried were the riot sticks, heavy-duty
pl astic clubs which had becone all that was necessary to quell masses of
apathetic citizenry. Was Landreau that confident of hinmself, of authority, of
conditioning? O was Landreau cautious?

"On the contrary, Reeve," Landreau assured himarrogantly. "Spacedep has
resurmed its initial responsibility over Doona. The matter has been taken away
from Codep and Alreldep. | have full authority to deal with the matter. Were
are the rest of the nen, Reeve?"

"Off on avisit."

"Don't give ne that Reeve. Were are they?" Landreau advanced
nmenaci ngly, his shoul ders hunched forward so that he appeared neckl ess and,
Reeve thought, rather stupid.

Socks snorted suddenly, tossing her head nervously as a fresh breeze
brought the unm stakabl e rank stench of snake. Distaste for the odor was
reflected in the expressions of the stern marines.

"Snmel |l that, Landreau? That's snake stink"

"Cut it, Reeve. | made that initial survey. There were no snakes, no
natives. And |'ve been over every inch of that Phase Il report which happens
to include the forest you claimis inhabited by Hrrubans. Hrrubans!" Landreau
sneer ed.



"Then explain that stink to the mare. She snells it. Care to probe her?
She's seen Hrrubans too. Been ridden by Hrrubans in fact. Probe her!"

The mare was nei ghing and cavorting in full panic now, requiring al
Ken's attention.

"Where are the nen?" Landreau bell omed above her shrill conplaints.

Ground shock runbl ed underfoot, followed by the sound of explosion, the
sight of a dusty cloud roiling up in the distance.

"Why are they blasting at the pass?" Landreau denanded.

"To bl ock the non-existent snakes, Landreau."

The spacenan fingered on a wist radio.

"Launch the boat to the Pass and secure all colonists."

In the instant Landreau had his eyes turned away, Ken, yanking hard on
the bridle, brought the mare between hinmself and the spaceman. Wth an agility
that amazed him Ken swung into the saddl e and dug his heels into her ribs.
She took off with a squeal of rage, knocking Landreau asi de and rearing away
fromthe upraised clubs of the space marines. Fortunately, her w shes and his
coi nci ded as she raced in the direction of the river, across the open field.

As Ken shot a glance over his shoul der, he saw Landreau's wist raised
to his mouth again and had no doubt of the orders the spaceman was issuing to
the ship. Instinct as well as pain in his buttocks made hi mcrouch | ow agai nst
the mare's straining back. And when he felt the hot breeze of a laser bolt, he
began to neck-rein Socks in zigzag patterns, all the time urging her to
greater speed.

A bolt boiled the waters of the river just as the mare plunged into the
swift current at a dead run. Ken | et nmonmentum carry hi mover her head, down
into the water, safely ahead of her threshing hooves. He felt the sudden spots
of warmh from other bolts and dug deeper into the current, hoping to get far
across and down the river fromhis point of entry.

He derived what confort he could fromthe notion that none of the three
departments could wite Rrala off until he and Todd had been recovered

Lungs bursting with fire, he thrust for the surface, restraining the
pani cky urge to shoot up high into open air. It proved difficult enough to
keep his head above water in the rapid current which bounced hi maround. He
realized he was well past the landing field but far too close to the first of
the lower falls. There was no sign of the mare, Ken hoped she'd had wit enough
to get to shore safely -- if she hadn't been bolted into roast neat.

The water was icy, its source the distant snow clad nountains, and while
it nunbed saddle galls opened in his rough escape, it also began to nunb arns
and | egs. Fearful now that he m ght become a real casualty, Ken struck out for
the far shore

When he had finally dragged hinself up into underbrush, he was bruised,
freezing and exhausted. Shivering, he worked his way back into the thick
woods, wondering how he was going to survive the chill of a spring night on
Rral a.

By the time he reached the wooded ridge that ran parallel to the river,
it was growi ng dark. He shivered al nost continually now, worried, hungry and
angry! There were lights on in the nmess hall but in none of the cabins set
back in the woods. Landreau was presunably keeping all the col onists together
Ken thought he nmade out the angul ar silhouette of the copter in its parking
space but he couldn't be sure, the usual Common fire had not been lit. But
there was no mi staking the om nous bul k of the Spacedep | aunch

He had to do sonething -- besides wait and pray for the Hrrubans to
return. He had to find sonme shelter for the night or risk illness. Were would
he be | east expected to go?

The answer was so ridicul ous that Ken chuckl ed between spasnms of shivers
as he made his way farther up the river

Chapter XX I
| NTERVENTI ON
THE DUTY OFFI CER, Hrran, who was nonitoring the closed-circuit screens



on Rral a happened to be acquainted with Hrula. He was not a Barred Stripe

hi nsel f, but he had great respect for that clan. Furthernore, the poignancy of
the Terran's faltering plea nade an inpression on him The noment he was
relieved of his watch, he disobeyed stern directives and trotted over to
Hrrula's quarters.

When Hrran had finished recounting the events he had w tnessed but not
conpl etely understood, due to |ack of |anguage, Hrula began to pace the
floor, his tail twitching in w de, snapping arcs.

"Yes, it was only a matter of time before the reptiles finished |aying
their eggs on the plains and sought the river route to their swanps. However,
t he Terans have the neans to bl ow up the Pass and protect thenselves." H's
tail gave a long |ash.

"You know how some parties will construe that devel opnent,"’
remar ked di screetly.

Hrrula's tail gave a vicious swi pe through the air.

"Hrran, why did you breach security? You are Thirds appointee!™

Hrran nodded slowy. "I am-- | was, | should say -- because | find
there is much to be said for the honorable conduct of these creatures. Ch, |
do not understand the half of what is said but when this Rrev spoke of |eaving
Rrala without his cub -- " Hrran shrugged his shoul ders expressively. "l have
cubs of my own. And I have met the young Zodd with his rope tail!"

Hrrula purred deep in his throat and his eyes noved restlessly, his nose
and ears tw tched, signs of deep perturbation for the usually composed
Hr r uban.

"How soon before these | atest tapes are reviewed and transl at ed?"

"They'l|l be in processing now, but as to when the Speakers w |l schedul e
viewing in their so busy days -- " Hrran shrugged again, his expression
ironic. "Third has many ways of deferring issues."

"He fouls his own lair with obstructive indecision's -- oh, ny pardon
Hrran. | have no right to insult your patron."”

Hrran stood, his jaw dropping in a reassuring smle, His tail tipidly
curled this way and that.

"There cones a tinme when the larger |oyalty nust be consi dered.
believe | see a way in which this matter nmay be put before Third i mediately.
"Il do ny best." He rose.

"Hrran?" Hrrula stopped the officer on the point of leaving. "W is
duty officer now? WIlIl he have wit enough to report an evacuati on? W cannot
let Rrev and the others suffer fromthe tinmd vacillations of lair |oafers and
we cannot in conscience separate Zodd permanently from his own kind."

"The duty officer is Hrirl of the small mind but the technician is one
Mrimwho, | hear, actually knows some Terran from cl ose study of the
screens. "

When Hrran had left, Hrrula i mediately changed into formal attire. He
was determined to bring this news to the ears of the First Speaker. For such a
cruci al message, Hrrula would not trust public sources of communication. As he
trotted quickly through the traffic on the Concourse, he wondered if he should
stop for Hrrestan. No, he couldn't face Zodd at the noment and the sooner he
got to the First Speaker the sooner action could be taken

Yet what action could be taken until Council had deliberated? There had
been uproar enough when Hrrestan had returned with Zodd, although Fourth had
mtigated that by nonopolizing the cub with his tests and intensive |anguage
training. And Zodd hinself was his own enchanting advocate right down to the
tip of his frayed rope tail. He also insisted on wearing the nda jacket and
loincloth -- though nda fur was shades darker than even the ol dest Hrruban's.
The cub's grasp of Hrruban was nothing short of mracul ous, and his
willingness to purr and growl with Hrruban intensity and accuracy won hi m many
adherents.

However, they were bound by the Laws and the Laws said that all Speakers
nmust be unani nously agreed on mgjor policy changes. And this Terran incident
definitely was a maj or change -- no, upheaval. And that was the problem

Hrran



Hrrula, in the heat of his thoughts, was inexcusably rude in passing a
| aggi ng group of dark stripes and, but for his excessive speed, m ght have
been severely detai ned. However, he reached the G eat Conpound safely and,
once inside the Executive Shaft, used his security card to get himtransnitted
to First's suite.

Fortunately for him not only was First in residence, but a persona
friend was duty officer and Hrrula was ushered in at once. He began the proper
ritual of entreaty, only to be cut off by a perenptory wave of First's hand.

"You woul d not inmportune me with nonsense. Cone to the point, young
Hrula."”

Qui ckly recovering fromthe surprise of such a conplinent, Hrrula
outlined the new devel opments, adding Rrev's pleas at the village site and in
the hall. For a long nonment First sat deep in thought, even his tail still.
Finally he signed.

"I was afraid of just such an occurrence,” he murrmured with a sad snile
and sadder eyes. "These Terans are so nmuch |ike ourselves. So much, even to
the fear of change and the preval ence of petty ego-centricities. And yet -- in
honor what can | do?" The |ast was a bare whi sper, heard only because Hrrul a
was breathl ess, every sense alert.

Suddenly First propelled hinmself fromhis couch and paced to the w ndow
wal I, flipping off the opacity and gazing sadly down at the gleamng niles of
structures that marched up to the horizon itself.

"If they leave Rrala, we are not positioned to follow Even if they
| eave Rrala, we shall not be able to continue the reeducation programthere;
not with Third and Sixth in their present fog. W are no | onger programred to
act quickly," First growl ed. "Nowadays even dire energencies take tine!
However," and he spun back to his control panel, tapping out sequences with a
deliberate claw ticking agai nst the netal keys, "we can at |least set all in
notion -- slow notion, that is," and Hrula was unsure of whether he should
have | aughed in response to that or not, although First did not seemto take
of f ense.

Then he realized that First was staring at himintently.

"There nust not, young Hrrula, be any incidents of violence anong the
Terans; that would certainly prejudice the uncertain. Yet, as you describe the
events, Rrev has already evaded custody."

"Only to be sure that no one will be taken fromthe, planet until Zodd
returns," Hrrula added hastily.

"No matter. There can be no viol ence."

"And what of Zodd?" Hrrula pressed anxiously. "Wat will beconme of the
cub if his people do | eave wi thout hinP"

First's grizzled head cane up sharply and the ol d Speaker | ooked
intently into Hrrula's eyes.

"You are right, my clever stripe. It is a question of honor! A delicate
guestion of honor. And on that rests our case, | believe."

First ushered Hrrula with hasty cerenmony to the door, offering his open
hand to the scout, an unexpected civility from such an august personage.

"There nust be no violence on Rrala anong our new friends, Hrula,"
First said, his voice charged with excitenment. "Do nothing rash but proceed."

Hrrula found hinself outside the suite, the Speaker's peculiar farewell
ringing in his ears. "Do nothing rash but proceed?" Hrrula nurmnured.
"Proceed- wher e?"

"This filmis proof,” Hrula heard Third's trucul ent voice down the
corridor, "that all their fine talk is w ndblown. They do not respect each
other. They will not respect us. They are landing ships in force on Rrala.”

Hrrula junped for the transmtter pad, slapping at a random station to
avoi d being seen by Third. Wen he energed at the Transmitter Base, deep bel ow
the sea, he was startled by that coincidence to his subconsci ous desire. Even
as he cleared the pad and approached the floor officer, he knew where he was
going. 'They are landing ships' -- Third had used the plural. He had to know
if that second ship was Alrel dep or Codep, and since Mrimwas on duty,



fortune was favoring him Mrimwould know what to do.

Chapter XXV

PROOF PGCsI TI VE

THERE HAD BEEN a guard stationed just off the path to the Reeves' cabin
but Ken had had no trouble working his way around back. And no trouble
renovi ng the wi ndow frame from Todd's room Fortunately, Pat had left the
clean clothes in the washbasket in the hallway, so Ken had not had to risk
entering his own bedroomin the front of the cabin.

He was al so able to sneak around the kitchen and get hinself some ration
packs. Thus, warmy dressed, with a bl anket thrown over his shoul der and food
in his pockets, he retreated the way he had cone.

If they searched the cabin again, they'd find his soaked clothes in a
heap on Todd's floor. That would jar them

He worked his way cautiously through the woods; he wanted no encounter
wi th roanmal vines or ssersa bushes. There was a rough lean-to back in the
woods where they'd been | ogging and that would give hima night's shelter. He
was exhausted when he finally nmade his destination and was asl eep as soon as
he stretched out, rolled up in his blanket.

The unm st akabl e thunder of rockets jerked himout of a deep sleep. He
unt angl ed himsel f quickly fromthe blanket, ripping it in an effort to get to
his feet. The deep woods prevented a clear view of the sky and he charged
reckl essly toward the col ony, desperately afraid he would see the exhaust
flares of the Spacedep ship.

He had al nost argued hinself into the specious |logic that at |east he
woul d be here when Todd got back, when he reached a clearing and saw that a
ship was descending to the landing field.

He caught only a glinpse before the tree tops obscured it but he halted,
saggi ng wearily against the nearest trunk until his heart stopped forcing
adrenal ine through his trenbling body.

As far as he was concerned, it didn't matter if the ship was from Codep
or Alreldep. Either would disrupt Landreau's nasty little plans for the
col oni sts.

He opened a package of rations and broke the heat seal, gul ping down the
nmetallic-tasting coffee, munching the nutritional wafers, oblivious to their
cardboard taste. Once again in command of his energies and enotions, Ken
carefully worked his way thru the woods to the colony. He had to get within
sight of the field and the Common and figure out what was happeni ng.

Ken finally positioned hinmself behind a thicket on the edge of the
Common, in full sight of the nmess hall and the landing field. The Codep bl azon
was plainly visible on the second ship, a confortingly smaller craft than the
Spacedep one; it was not an obvious transport vessel

He coul d snell breakfast being prepared, but the presence of guards,
weari ng both Spacedep blue and Codep green, was not the |least bit reassuring.
He could only wait, hunched up under the thickly crossed branches, passive
when his nerves strained for action

Suddenly the main door flung open and guards marched smartly down the
steps, followed by Hu Shih, Phyllis and his two children. Hu Shih's profile
was set his chin high, his shoulders back, but the children were weeping. Al
Ken's hal f-allayed fears returned forcefully and, regardl ess of exposure, he
junped up. Lee Lawence, one armaround Sally, canme next, turning his head to
| ook searchingly around the Conmon.

Ken coul d see the sociologist start with surprise as he caught sight of
Reeve. Lawrence gestured to himto take cover, then imediately jerked his
head around. but one of the guards had noticed his action and whirled toward
Ken's position.

"'There he is," he gave the alarm

Ken took to his heels, know ng what he had to do now. Once they had seen
him they would delay until they caught him So he made a plain dash up the
river bank, crouching when he broke into the open because sonmeone was al ready



firing | asers above his head.

He took Todd's route to the village, along the river bank, |eaping
under brush and fallen | ogs, and digging his heels into the nulch when he hit
t he deeper forest. He had reached the clearing where Hrula had killed the nda
when he heard an ear-pierci ng whine and saw the m sty cl oud appear in the
center of the village site.

The mi st dissipated and Hrulla appeared, clad in an ankle-length pale
red robe, with jewel -studded harness at wai st and across his chest, and highly
pol i shed bl ack boots.

"I"ve only a nmonent, Rrev. Delay, but with no violence. Delay as |ong as
you can."

"Del ay?" panted Reeve, trying to regain his breath. "How? Why?"

"Qur ruling Council nust be unani nmous and there are two rabi d xenophobes
in high position with much influence. Qur First Speaker has some plan to force
their cooperation but it will take tinme."

"Time, Hrula, is the one thing | haven't got. Listen!" Ken pointed back
the way he had cone; the shots and shouts of his pursuers were clearly
audi ble. "Stay, Hrrula. Prove to Spacedep and Codep that there are Hrrubans
and we'll have all the tine we need."

A m st was already surrounding Hrula. Startled, the catman gl anced
wildly around as if this phenonenon were prenature.

"Somet hing's gone wong. |'m being drawn back. Under the nmess hal
tables, Rrev, and up over Hu's -- " the last word was a bare whisper fromthe
depths of the mnist.

Christ, what's under the tables? Up over whose? Ken wondered frantically
as he took off, up the clearing, kicking up mulch to show his passing. The
first dip he crossed he scuffed up badly, then he cut suddenly to his left
executing a wild junp over a thicket. He ran nore carefully now, on his toes,
al t hough his | eg muscles ached with the unaccustonmed strain.

As he doubl ed back, he couldn't resist chuckling as his pursuers went
tearing on past the dip.

Wth luck he could nmake it back to the Conmon before they realized they
were follow ng a dead trail.

'"No violence," huh? That was asking a lot of him-- with no hope held
out at all. God, but Hrula | ooked magnificent in that outfit.

He crossed the river again, falling and splashing in but getting across
and into the woods above the Conmon without being seen. He returned to his
previous thicket and settled down with the problemof how to get into the ness
hall and | ook under the table and above whose what?

He saw the searchers straggling back, infuriated by their failure. He
wat ched the consultation on the porch between Landreau and Cham nade and
wi shed |ip reading had been one of his skills. He was certain they were
di scussing him It was then that the animals began to shriek and bell ow,
rai sing such an uproar that it disturbed the conference. Reeve wat ched
Landreau beckon a guard and send himoff to | ocate the cause of the conmotion

Gimy Reeve spotted the source -- the roiling clouds of dust fromthe
direction of the pass to the plains. Not urfa this tine -- reptiles; and
undoubtedly in the force that had pani cked Eckerd yesterday. Was it only
yesterday that the colonists had tried to blast closed the pass?

The guard canme back and his report caused Landreau to shrug with
i ndi fference. Ken saw the guard hesitate, glance to his left and address
Landreau agai n. The spaceman's answer was sufficiently curt to bring the guard
snapping to attention, make a crisp about-face and resune his position at the
perimeter of the Common.

Regretting the lack of binoculars, Ken kept close watch on the grow ng
cl oud, aware of the increasing, odor on the |light norning breeze. The thin
whi ne of a comunit alert penetrated the placid scene.

Landreau lifted his wist up, his whole attitude one of sudden alert.
Lowering his arm he addressed a few crisp remarks to Chani nade, whose
di sagreement was cut short by Landreau's perenptory gesture.



Instantly the guards qui ck-marched to the nmess hall and began herdi ng
out the colonists. At the sane tine, Ken saw the ship's launch rise fromthe
landing field and head toward the oninous cloud in the valley.

Goi ng on a reccy, Ken decided, and then wondered why in hell the
col oni sts were being marched away from the Conmon, away fromthe | anding
field. That didn't make nmuch sense. Even fromthis distance he could hear the
frantic thud of hooves agai nst wooden stalls, as the now hysterical animals
tried to free thenselves fromtheir tethers.

Cautiously Ken rose to a crouch, crept sideways for an unobstructed view
of the barn. Alarmbegan to grow in himas he watched the col oni sts herded
into the corral, A flash in the distance caught his eye. The flash was
repeat ed, stabbing through the dust cloud.

The [ aunch was shooting | aser bolts at the snakes. First sensible thing
Landreau had done since he got here! Ken tried to relax but his apprehension
did not dissipate. The guards now had their |asers ainmed at the col onists and
were noving back fromthe corral. Ken saw Lawence waving his fist, nmake a
nmove toward the high corral fence, saw the laser bolt dig a clod of earth
right at the nman's feet, saw Lawence pull back with an angry yell, the words
i ndi stingui shabl e above the commotion of the horses.

Two things Ken realized simultaneously: the [asers were not killing the
snakes, they were herding themtoward the barn. The second was that no one was
guardi ng the mess hall. Ken dashed toward the hall, running | ow and fast,
leaping the railing with an agility born of desperation. As his feet hit the
porch, he saw that the hall was not entirely enpty. But he barged right in,
cl obbering one startled Codep man across the head and felling the other with a
crack to the jaw.

Wth a fluid notion he overturned the tables nearest him forcing his
trenbling hands to nove slowly, searchingly across the underside. Nothing! One
of the nen groaned and Ken kicked himin the head w th unexpected
rut hl essness. He flipped over the next table. There was no way of telling at
whi ch one Hrrula had sat at that first breakfast; all had been noved many
times. The third table was the jackpot. Wiere the center brace joined the
l egs, Ken felt a half-sphere. He heard the faint pop of a seal breaking as he
pul | ed the henmi sphere |l oose. It was the size of the first joint of his thunb,
a dull brown metal covered with mnute screenlike patterns. There was a small
circular seamin the base which was of a softer naterial

Pl ease God let this not be nade of Rralan netals, Ken prayed. He wei ghed
it inthe palmof his hand; it was heavy for its size. A frantic screaning
penetrated his reflections. He glanced toward the wi ndow and saw a terrifying
sight. The nonstrous heads of the great snakes were all too identifiable as
the creatures undul ated cl oser and closer to the barn

"Hide, will you, Hrrubans?" he cried at the device. "Look what's
happeni ng because you won't neet us! In honor help us!"

VWhirling, he jerked the laser guns fromthe belts of the two unconsci ous
Codep men. Anot her quick gl ance out the wi ndow showed himthat the colonists

had taken refuge in the barn itself while their guards, still firing
sporadically in the dirt around the barn, were pulling back across the w de
sweep of the land to the Commobn and the nmess hall. Ken positioned hinself to
the side of the window and waited till the squads had drawn into sight, their

tenmpti ng backs toward him

He | obbed of f several quick shots into the dust at their feet, got off
anot her which twisted into usel essness the gun of the man nearest him The man
cried out as the overheated netal burned his hands.

"Drop your guns. Raise your hands," Ken shouted, "or the next shots get
Landreau and Cham nade." Then he barked sonme unintelligible phrases in nock
Hrruban, as if he had brought reinforcements. "The Hrrubans' weapons are
heavi er than ours, Landreau. Don't try anything."

A trigger-happy marine attenpted to turn in the act of dropping his
rifle. Ken dropped himwith a bolt through his leg and no one else tried to
turn.



"Ckay, Landreau, let nme see you order those snakes herded away fromthe
barn. Now "

Ken coul d i nagi ne the expression on the spaceman's face, but at that
nmonent one of the guards let out a startled how, jabbing his hand frantically
toward the barn.

The main door had been flung wi de and fromthe barn charged every head
of the stock-horses, cattle, pigs. Leading themon the bull, a pitchfork
carried like an archaic |lance, was Ben Adjei, his wife clinging to himon the
back of their inprobable nmount. The guards were overrun by this unlikely
cavalry before they could recover their rifles.

Ben leapt fromhis bull, pulling down the spaceman. Even before Ken
could reach the scene, Ben was ordering the launch to turn back the reptiles
or hear a laser bolt sear through their conmander's skull.

In the subsequent confusion, no one i mediately noticed that the hom ng
beacon was lit; everyone was too busy hel ping the wounded and recapturing the
stock. By the time sonmeone did notice the beacon, an uneasy truce existed
bet ween t he col oni sts hol di ng hostages and the remnai ning crews aboard the two
spaceshi ps.

"Hey," Kate Mbody cried out, returning froma trip to her cabin for nore
nmedi cal supplies, "the beacon's lit -- and you can already see the ship."

"It had better be Alreldep,"” Ken grow ed and suddenly renenbered the
Hrruban bug in his pocket.

"See this, Landreau," he held the netal object right under the
spaceman' s nose, although the nman was still groggy fromBen's stunning | eap on
him "Here's proof of the Hrrubans' existence. And watch what you say, because
the whole thing's being transmtted back to them In fact, everything, since
we nmade first contact, has been relayed to Hrruba. And, nman, just think how
t hat makes you | ook."

As the spaceman thrust it away, Chami nade intercepted the object.

"Truthfully, | would Iike to see your allegations substantiated."

"I's that why you were so eager to agree to Landreau's schene of having
t he snakes destroy us?" Lee Law ence demanded. Hi s head was bandaged but the
armthat cradled a laser rifle was steady on the hostages.

"An extraordinary situation requires extraordinary measures,’
replied in a bland voice

"The appropriate nmeasures were |laid down close to two centuries ago," Hu
Shih remarked in a crisp stern voice, cutting through Lawence's outraged
roar. "We followed them when we asked for transport which was denied us. W
filed reports which were disbelieved.

You," and he pointed at Chami nade, "and you," he swung on Landreau
"have complicated a very sinple incident and you shall not escape its
consequences. "

"I't's an Alreldep ship," someone yelled fromthe porch

Ken activated the comunit.

"Doona colony calling Alreldep ship. Conme in."

"Sumitral speaking. \What has been happening there? Wat's that arned
| aunch doi ng? Where is Shih? Wiy are Codep and Spacedep ships reporting a
state of siege? They have no jurisdiction here."

"This is Shih, Admral Sumitral. An unusual situation has devel oped ..

"You're dammed right it has. Any of the aliens in hearing distance?"

"I only wish they were, sir," Hu Shih replied fervently and then saw Ken
gesturing wildly to the bug Cham nade still held. "I nean..."

"I'f you've driven them from Doona, we've |ost the chance of a lifetine."
Sumitral's voice, charged with angry frustration, was cut off by the fury of
retro-bl asts.

Ken reached over and flipped off the unit to |l essen the echoed roar. He
took the little recorder button from Cham nade's hand.

"You got here too late, Sumitral,' he murrmured. "Too late."

"What do you nean?" Lee asked.

"Al'l the sound and fury is what | nean,"” Ken replied, waving at the

Cham nade



sullen marines. "When | tried ny delaying tactics earlier today, | got to the
village just as Hrula appeared. He started to tell me what was delaying their
return; they've got troubles with their own governnent. He managed to warn ne
about avoi ding violence of any kind, then he started to get yanked back and
told me about the bugs in the nmess hall."

"Yanked back? How?" demanded Landreau, suddenly alert. "Were' d you say
he was? In that village of yours?"

"They use matter transmitters,” Ken told him

"Matter transmtters?" Landreau turned pale under his tan. "Then they
are nuch nore advanced than we are," he groaned.

"You're dammed right they are," a new voice agreed. Atall thin nman,
elegantly attired in deep maroon coveralls with the di anond-sand stripes of an
admral, stood in the doorway an instant before striding purposefully across
to them "Landreau! Cham nade,"” he jerked his head with scant courtesy at the
two nmen, his keen brown eyes falling at last on Shih. "Hu Shi h? Now, where are
those Hrrubans?"

Vell, it sureis arelief to hear soneone admt they exist,’
remar ked sardoni cal ly.

"OfF course they exist. W' re you? Reeve? W've found traces of their
expl orations on half a dozen planets. Just missed them on 87-SN 24C. You
renmenber that incident, Landreau, yours was the Phase | Ship."

Agai n Landreau bl anched, sinking back against the table.

"But there were burn-off marks, traces of chem cal deeply inbedded in
the soil. No matter transmtters..."

"You got to get to a place to install a receiver,"” Ken said and was
rewarded by Landreau's groan as the spaceman buried his head in his hands.
"What | don't understand, Admral, is why, if you knew the Hrrubans existed,
you wasted such a helluva long tine getting here?"

Sumitral blinked at such open criticism

"A confrontation of such inportance to the future of our Anmal gamated
Wrlds is not nade wi thout thoughtful preparation,” he answered. "I've spent
hours in a sleep tank, |learning Hrruban. Those tapes you people sent were
excellent, by the way. My conpliments. Now," and steely authority entered his
voi ce, "kindly take me to the Hrrubans.™

"I wish |l could,” Ken replied sadly, tossing the bug button to Sumitral
"Qur-friends here," he gestured at Landreau and Chami nade, "never took our
reports seriously because we couldn't show them any proof. In their efforts to

Ken

change our minds for us, things got a little rough. I have it on good
authority the Hrrubans don't take kindly to shows of violence so | don't think
we'll be seeing much of..."

"HEY, DAD!" The volune as well as the cry was heart-stoppingly famliar

Ken whirled. There was a rapid thud of racing feet and then Todd,

i nprobably dressed in nda fur, rope tail jerking behind him canme charging
into the hall.

"TODD! " Pat shrieked, racing for her child.

"Hey, mom Hey! Lemme go. DAD, | brought sonmeone who wants to see you!"

Ken had taken one step forward in Todd's direction before he halted,
staring at the inposing figure framed in the doorway.

Face-fur grizzled to white, mane hair long and very dark, the Hrruban
appeared to tower above the tallest man in the hall. H's brilliant green eyes,
slowy moving fromface to face, were oddly gentle and very searching, as if
they had | ong since penetrated life's ironies and weird hunors. The gl ow ng
ivory of his robes which fell in ornate folds to his booted feet, were dappl ed
with the flashing colors of the brilliant green and red stones in his jeweled
harness. It was the Hrruban's inner nmajesty, rather than the sunptuous
ri chness of his dress, that evoked the reverent bows whi ch acknow edged his
entrance. As he approached Ken, Todd's small hand tugged at his father's.

"Dad, that's Hrruna." Todd's idea of a whisper penetrated to the hushed
spectators on the porch. "He's First Speaker and that's as high as you can get
on Hrruba. He brought me home so | wouldn't have to break ny promise to



Hrrul a. That neans we don't have to |leave Rrala -- | nean, Doona!" And Todd
smled trustingly up at his father

Ken swal | owed hard as he realized the First Speaker's gaze had settled
on him

"Gracious noble sir," Todd said in stentorious tones, "may | be
permtted to introduce ny father, Rrev." And he bowed very low, craning his
head back toward his father as he remnai ned stooped. "You gotta be awful
careful to speak right to him Dad. He's real inportant! Just |ook at him"

"I will also listen very hard to him" Ken murmured, under his breath.

"We better," Todd agreed, straightening up as Hrruna nodded.

Qut on the Comon, soneone began to cheer. Ken distinctly heard Terran
voi ces calling out Hrruban greetings. Todd broke the tableau and rushed to the
wi ndow.

"Hey, here comes Hrrula and Hrrestan! And lots of other guys!" he crowed
and made for the door.

A single quiet trill fromHruna brought himup sharp. He flushed
mur mur ed an apol ogy, bobbed a bow and then returned to his father's side.

"Gracious First Speaker," purred a snooth voice in reasonably accurate
Hrruban at Ken's side

Admiral Sumitral stepped forward, pal mopen and outstretched toward
Hr runa.

"We of Terra are immensely honored by your presence in this hunble hall
| amcalled Sumitral..."

"He won't shake hands, sir,’
scared. "lIt's not done to him"

Ken adnmired the way Sunitral was able to keep right on smling at Hrruna
as he casually changed his gesture froma proffered handshake to one directing
Hrruna toward the al cove which Hu Shih used as office.

"Clear the hall, Reeve," he nuttered as he turned.

Hrruna, inclining his head graciously in acceptance, beckoned Todd to
him laying a dark brown hand lightly on his shoulder. "WII you be ny
nmessenger, please, and request Hrrestan and that young stripe, Hrula, to join
us?"

Todd hastily warned, his eyes a little

As Todd ran off, very solem, Hrruna gestured Ken and Hu Shih over. Ken
could see that Sumitral was not at all happy that they had been included anong
the select group in the alcove, but the Alreldep official was too good a
politician to countermand Hrruna's express invitation

Ken's nmind raced frantically, trying to understand why Hrruna had
i ncredi bly appeared on Rrala, with his son in tow If Hruna was First Speaker
and the nost inmportant nman on Hrruba, what in hell was he doing wal king into
t he di sputed, discredited, all but disbanded colony? Had the differences been
settled? Was it customary for their first citizen to announce such deci si ons?
Ken coul d understand only that somethi ng unforeseen had occurred; sonething
unprecedented in such a highly stylized culture as the Hrubans. Could it be
turned to advantage? To nutual advantage?

Hrruna was settling hinself gracefully in Hu Shih's sw vel chair,
automatically compensating for its ninble action

"It is with deep regret that | find nyself unable to reply in your
| anguage, noble Sumtral," Hruna was saying. Sunmitral bowed, but a slight
flexing of Hruna's finger stilled ready diplomatic reassurances. "I conme only
as an escort for young Zodd, to be sure he returned safely to his people."

Ken stared at Hrruna, aware of a slight frown on the Admirals face,
relieved that the diplomt nust have caught the significance.

"Wth your perm ssion, noble sir." Sumtral turned to Ken. "Did
understand correctly what he just said?"

"That he only came to escort Todd through the forest. That's what he
said."

"I didn't understand but two words."

Ken blinked; tried to rephrase Hrruna's words in Hrruban, only to cone
up with an entirely different soundi ng phrase. Hu Shih | eaned over to the two



nmen.

"He's using different inflections but | understood what he said and what
he means. This is a purely social visit.

Ken licked his lips and anxiously gl anced toward the door. Law ence had
cleared the hall but there was too nmuch congestion on the porch to see the
Common. Suddenly Law ence stepped aside and Todd squeezed through, inperiously
beckoni ng someone to foll ow

Hrrul a appeared, still gorgeously clad in red, although now Ken realized
how much richer Hrruna's finery was. Hrrestan followed closely and it was
obvi ous both had been running hard. Hrrula hung back a little for Hrestan to
precede him Both bowed with precision to Hruna, made shall ower bows to
Sumitral, Ken and Shih.

"l suspect your deep maroon is a fortuitous choice for Al rel dep
Admral," Ken nurnured under his breath.

Sumitral raised his eyebrows slightly and opened his nouth to speak

"Dad," Todd's stage whisper was audible to the Common, "Hrrula says |'ve
got to do the talking to Hrruna." Todd hurried forward, glancing
apprehensively up at Sumitral, flinching at the adm rals expression. "You
can't sit either. He'll be thirsty. He isn't used to wal king so far," he added
as an afterthought, and then asked Hrruna if the gracious noble sir would Iike
sone refreshnent.

Ken funbled in the kitchen cabinets, came across a gl ass gobl et that
Mace McKee had bl own as an experinment that winter. He put it on the nearest
tray, added a pack of coffee, some chilled urfa mlk and ice water in a
pitcher. Hruna snmiled his gratitude and murrmured a question to Todd, who was
curiously at ease with Hrruna despite his fornmality.

"This is the cold mlk of the urfa beast of Rrala, gracious noble sir,"
Todd said clearly and Ken suddenly realized that the boy was using the sane
unusual pitches that Hrruna had enpl oyed. "This is very cold water and this is
a drink fromour home world which is hot but everyone drinks it often. I'mtoo
young. "

At that noment there was the sound of heavy boots thuddi ng up the porch
steps. Ken caught sight of half a dozen Hrrubans filing quickly into the ness
hall with the unni stakabl e di spatch of trained sol diers.

Hrruna | ooked up calmy, nodded and gestured themto keep their distance
before he snmiled with great affection on Todd.

Todd's eyes were wi de and he gul ped before he spoke. "I think M. MkKee
made the cup. He's very clever."

"McKee's sapphire," Ken whispered, his voice carrying to Shih and
Sumitral "l've a feeling a gift of value is indicated."

"Can we | eave here, though?" Shih asked and then inhal ed sharply.

Ken turned to see Todd raise the goblet of urfa mlk to his own lips. He
then carefully wiped the lip mark fromthe goblet edge, rotating it before he
presented it with a respectful bow to the First Speaker. Wen the man accepted
it, Ken and Shih both let their breaths out with relief.

"Who in hell taught the kid all that protocol?" Sunmitral's nmuted voice
reached Ken's ears.

Ken rolled his eyes toward Hrestan and Hrrula. They both wore
expressions of intense interest and deep anusenent.

"The urfa mlk is very refreshing. A new taste for an old nouth,” Hrruna
remarked, smling benignly around. "There is nuch of value on this beautiful
pl anet, is there not?"

"Mbst gracious First Speaker," Ken began, trying to remenber the pitches
whi ch Todd had used, "may | be permitted to withdraw? There is another exanple
of Rralan riches which you might like to exam ne."

Hrruna graciously dismssed himand, with a second nod, indicated Hrula
m ght join him

Ken could barely wait to get the Hrruban out of earshot but he had to
wait until they had passed the obvious bodyguards poi sed unnoving around the
hall, before he felt it safe to speak



"What has been happeni ng?" he asked in Hrruban

"Too much," Hrrula answered in easy Terran, "but do you mean to get the
big blue stone of Mace? Blue is very prized on Hrruba."

Ken | ooked around for Chani nade, somewhat bew | dered to find that the
Common was al so crowded with Hrrubans sol diers.

"Where'd they all come fronf"

Hrrul a hissed out his chuckle. "Sonmething like this has never happened.
| cautioned you against violence. No, | understand it was inpossible to avoid
it with a man |ike Landreau, but the instant it was reported to the Speakers,
all hope of an alliance was |ost. Then the nmessenger arrived, saying you had
called out in Hruban that we were in honor bound to help you. Zodd started to
cry that he wanted to go honme. Hrruna remarked quietly that this was no | onger
atine to hide cowardly: honor was at stake. He took Zodd by the hand and | eft
-- with all the Speakers staring after him He had hinmself transmtted back to
the vill age before anyone knew what he was about to do." Hrrula wheezed in
anot her paroxysm of |aughter. "Hrrestan and | |eaped after him vowi ng to
protect himwith our lives, the bodyguard was right behind us but got lost in
the forest and all this is being seen throughout Hrruba right now "

Ken spi ed Cham nade as Hrrul a tal ked, and beckoned hi mover, deriving a
smal | satisfaction as the fat figure waddl ed obediently to his sunmons.

"Remenber that sapphire soneone snitched from MKee? | want it now,
Cham nade, for the Hrruban | eader."

The little eyes narrowed specul atively. "It does belong to the Hrrubans,

| guess," the Codep man agreed and snapped an order to his wist unit. "Those
bare-chested catnen are arned, Reeve," he remarked, looking Hrula directly in
t he eye.

"We are protecting our First Speaker fromyou barbarians,” Hrrula
replied in his fluent but oddly accented Terran

Suddenly Ken realized that Hrrula accented the wong Terran syll abl es at
times and retained his own pitched inflections. If you mssed his first words
you m ssed nost of the sentence.

"Let me explain quickly, Rrev. Zodd nust remain by Hruna. No tal k of
treaty or anything, for this is a social visit," and Hrula wheezed briefly.
"Zodd has been trained in the protocol of formal Hrruban and, since every
circuit on Hruba is turned onto this scene, our people must receive the best

possi bl e inpression of yours. It can still reverse opinion in our favor!"

"But a kid -- " Cham nade protested.

"Already that Sumitral has made several errors -- understandabl e,
because no one in our village used the formal tones, but few on our planet
wi Il make that all owance. They will only see discourtesy toward our First
Speaker. | agree it is wonderful that Sumitral tries to speak Hrruban but he

does not speak well enough yet."

"From t he nout hs of babes," Cham nade si ghed

Unexpectedly Hrrula grinned. "It is a saying on our world that if one
wi shes to hear the truth, let himask a child. That child of yours may deliver
us this planet. He is the best advocate you possess. However, while we have
the vi ew screen coverage we have tried so often to secure, let us use every
argunent. | saw only part of that unfortunate stanpede. Was the black hrrss
i njured? Very good. Please will you ask Ben to bring himand the pretty red
mare here, saddl ed and ready to be ridden. They are an inportant argunent
because on our worlds we have sacrificed every living species but our own. Now
it isregretted.”

Ken called Bill Mody over and gave himthe nessage just as the guard
brought the jewel which Chaninade inmedi ately passed to Ken.

"Be sure to give the jewel to Zodd," Hrrula whi spered as they re-entered
the hall.

"Sumitral is going to hate tal king through Todd."

"I's not expediency a diplomatic thorn on Terra?" inquired Hrrula
nocki ngl y.

Ken awarded hima long | ook before he foll owed his exanple and bowed | ow



as they re-approached the First Speaker. Sumitral was evidently relieved by
t heir reappearance.

"Todd," Ken began in | owvoi ced Hruban, "would you present this
properly to the gracious noble First Speaker? Say it is a poor exanple of what
else is to be found on Rrala.”

Todd grinned broadly at his father as he took the sapphire. He bowed
very lowto the First Speaker to gain his attention, then carefully folded
back the cloth in which the stone had been w apped, presenting the gl eam ng
j ewel on both hands.

"Ch, noble sir, nmy father asks that you accept what is hunbly offered."

Wth an excl amation of unfeigned delight, Hruna held the sapphire up so
that the sunlight caught in the facets which Mace had skillfully cut into the
huge blue stone. It was not of a perfect water, having a tiny flaw which
cutting did not entirely excise, but it was a brilliant col or

"This is much prized by us. A d eyes hunger for blues,"”
the beam ng child. "Truly Rrala has nany hidden riches."

Wiy, the old shownan, Ken thought, he wants his people to stay on Rral a.

"Rrala is good for things from  Terra too," Todd renarked, suddenly
peering excitedly outside.

"l ndeed?"

"See? Hrrses!" and Todd pointed just as Ben, |eading the black stallion
di sappeared around the corner of the hall

"Gracious First Speaker," Hrrestan interjected, bow ng deeply, "you once
expressed a deep interest in the animals which the Terrans brought with them™

"They are perhaps nearby?"

"They await your inspection at the door, gracious noble sir."

Hruna rose with an alacrity that displayed his keen interest.

Hrrul a quickly stepped to one side, gesturing Todd to fall directly in
behi nd the ol d Hrruban.

"Every time | try to talk, either Todd or the other old one shuts ne
Sumitral conmplained in a | ow voice. "Wy?"

Thank God for a reasonable man, Ken thought gratefully. "He's been
taught their formal speech. You've already insulted Hrruna by using vul gar
Hrruban -- not your fault, just their crazy custonms. Hrrula says everything' s
bei ng beaned back and their whole world is watching."

Sumitral pal ed, swallowed hard

"Then | can't get himto talk any treaty?"

"Uhuh. This whole thing is conpletely unexpected, unprecedented and
incredible. Hruna wants an alliance and he took this trenendous chance to
force publicity. W've got to make sure it's all good!"

Sumitral's nmouth forned an 'o' of surprised shock but he had recovered
hi nsel f as they stepped out onto the porch and watched Ben and Hrrul a di spl ay
the horses' paces. Hrrula, on the stallion. was grinning |like a fool and
t aki ng extraordi nary chances.

By the time the exhibition was over, the sun was lowering in the west.
The First Speaker gestured to one of the Hrruban guards who nodded sol emmly
and barked orders in a staccato how. Hrruna turned to the Terrans, inclining
his head in an expression of deep regret.

"I have too |ong absented nyself fromthe duties of ny office, gentle
friends. | nust take ny leave. My thanks for the courtesies of refreshment,
and entertainment, and for this beautiful product of a lovely world." He held
up the sapphire which scintillated in the afternoon sun. Politely his eyes
lingered briefly on each face. Ken was sure the nan was amused and pl eased
with the outcone of his outrageous visit. But he was al ready sweepi ng down the
Common wi th Todd his obedi ent shadow. Hrrestan signaled Hrula perenptorily to
| eave the stallion. Ken hurried after them but before he could catch up, the
Hrruban guards cut himoff politely but firmy.

"What's going to happen now?" Sumitral exclained, joining him

"Maybe Todd will know. "

They wat ched, frustrated at the enforced passivity, as Todd stepped out

Hrruna said to

up,



of the procession at the bridge. The First Speaker and his guards crossed
over. They saw himstep onto a netallic grid that had been placed on the far
side of the river at some point in the afternoon. A nisty envel ope hid himand
t hen di spersed, |eaving the bare grid.

"So that's their matter transmitter,” Sumtral nurnmnured

"And that's how they renoved the village so quickly. 1'lIl bet their
whole site is laid out on a huge grid."

"Thi nk of the econony of such a system I|et alone the convenience."

Four guards renoved corner posts and rolled up the grid. Then the whole
colum, Hrrestan and Hrrula in its van, marched off into the forest, Toddy
wavi ng sadly after the di sappearing backs.

Chapt er XXV

VIG L

"AND STILL WE don't know to go or stay," Lee Lawence remarked with a
wy grin.

The weary, confused col oni sts had asked the three departnental
representatives to a neeting on the Common. It had been decided not to renove
any of the Hrruban devices although nost had been located. It seenmed w ser
however, to hold the neeting on a 'blind spot.

"The Hrrubans are technically the owners of this planet,"” Sumitra
poi nted out, "until we can assunme, by their continued absence, that they have
abdicated their rights. In either case, an apology is owed these fine people,"
and he gestured to the colonists, "for the discourtesies, inconveniences and
insults they have suffered." He glared at Landreau and Cham nade. "They have
earned their right to remain on Rrala."

"Yes, indeed," Chani nade agreed easily, staring pointedly at Landreau

The spacenman rose, his manner truculent. "There were neither reptiles
nor aliens when | |anded here."

"I ndubitably. According to Hrrestan, they are deep-sea creatures,"”
Dautrish put in. "They were quiescent at the tinme of the two surveys. And we
know now that the Hrrubans are only in residence during the warnmer seasons."

Landreau shrugged and sat down again but Ken hoped they woul d never
require favors of Spacedep.

"However, if the Hrrubans rel ease Doona," Cham nade clung stubbornly to
Terran nonencl ature, "to ny colonists, they are under Codep authority,"” and he
had the gall to snile.

Sumitral's objection was indignant. "On the contrary. These peopl e have
made a fine, favorable contract with a highly civilized, technically advanced
speci es. They have | earned not only the | anguage but its rigid and conpl ex
protocol ." He glanced briefly at Ken. "There is every chance that although the
Hrrubans withdraw from Rrala now, events may bring them back at a |later date.
W have overl apped too often in our nutual space explorations. Sone agreenent,
now or later, will eventually cone to pass. Therefore Rrala, by edict of the
Congress of the Amal gamated Worlds -- check it if you rmust, Cham nade is under
Al rel dep aegis."

"Now wait a noment, Sumitral," Landreau began belligerently. "Alreldep
handl es alien relations, but Spacedep handl es defense and..."

"Shut up, Landreau," Ken snapped, rising. "W'd ve been at a treaty
stage if you hadn't acted like a horse's ass with your snake drive..."

"See here, Reeve," and Landreau advanced nenaci ngly.

"That's enough," Sumitral bellowed, staring the spacenan down. "And
frankly, Landreau, if | thought we weren't in danger of being observed, 1'd
| et Reeve take you apart. But get this: defense is not indicated, a difficult
di stinction for your space boys to make. The Hrrubans aren't the cotopoids of
Lyrae or the plague carriers of Zeta Al geiba. And they' re not Siwannese
either. We've still got a chance to forma mutual coexi stence pact with the
Hrrubans and | will do everything in ny power, including the use of a
si x-year-old boy as ny chief of protocol if that can be achieved."

Sumitral looked a little startled when the colonists, |ed by Ken, began



to cheer him

"My chief inforned nme -- before he went to bed,"” Sumitral continued with
dry good hurnor, "that we'll know tonorrow. That boy's remarkabl e, Reeve, and
regret | had to nonopolize hi mwhen he's been away fromyou so | ong, but he
was able to give me sone valuable insight into Hrruban thinking. However,
since their civilization makes full use of nass communi cations, we can assune
that a popul ar vote can be conputed overnight. If a popular vote was forced by
the First Speaker's superb strategy of this afternoon

"Now I'm for bed. I"'man optim st by nature and | want to be ready for
tonorrow s demands. "

He departed, adroitly taking Landreau and Cham nade with himback to
their respective ships.

"How d we ever turn up lucky with Sumitral ?" Law ence asked.

"Third tinme?" Ken tendered.

"No," Hu Shih answered. "I know his reputation. He is a shrewd man but
an opportunist. Qur circumstances give himan unparalleled chance for
promotion into the Executive Echelons -- if he can bring off a treaty with the

Hrrubans. He may not |ike the expedients but he is clever enough to use them
However," and Hu Shih's unexpected cynicismdissolved into a nore
characteristic snmle, "he is forced to be as candid as a child and that is to
our advantage -- and Hrruba's."

"I"'mso tired, Ken," Pat whispered plaintively. "They kept us up al
ni ght last night."

"I didn't sleep much nyself, honey he replied, "and if our shrewd
admral is seeking the sack, so will I." He slipped an arm around her and
bi ddi ng the others good night, |led her off toward their cabin.

"Ken," she murrmured as they passed Todd's nourner's bench, "what will
Toddy do if the Hrrubans | eave us?"

"Rrala wouldn't be the sanme, would it," he rnused, glancing back to the
Commons. "But Todd's done nore than any of us to prevent their |eaving. And he
may well have pulled it off."

"What do you nean?"

Ken was so tired the words did not come easily to his tongue. He half
pushed, half dragged her to their room sinking wearily to the edge of the
bed.

"Not hi ng's nore appealing than a cute kid and that crazy rope tail of
Todd's -- " he stopped to yawn. Pat was funmbling with her shoes and stretched
out with a groan. He forgot what he'd been trying to explain and |ay back
pul l ed both legs up onto the bed and was asl eep

"Daddy -- Dad. Hey, dad, wake up. Dad!"

" Huh?"

Even that nonosyll abl e took tremendous effort. Ken's mind seenmed to
grasp that someone wanted hi m awake, but his body coul d not be convinced of
t he urgency.

" Dad! "

The sound was acconpani ed by the touch of a small hand, warm where it
rested on his chilled shoulder in an effort to nmove his rebellious body.

" DAD! "
Ken's eyes fl ew open. Todd' s anxious face swaminto focus. Ken could
still only blink and wish the hell that Todd woul d | eave hi m al one.

Surprisingly, that was just what Todd did. The reprieve, however, didn't
last long. This tine Todd brought coffee and the snmell was the necessary
catal yst.

Groani ng because his muscles were slow to function, Ken swung his | egs
over the side of the bed. The |l ower part of himwas warm the upper frigid.
Then he realized that both he and Pat had fallen asleep fully dressed on top
of the covers. He gestured to Todd to pull the bl anket over Pat. Then he saw
that Todd was fully dressed and in his best coverall, over which he wore his
nmda fur vest, a Hrruban belt with nodestly carved knife dangling down and, of
course, a rope tail. A new piece of rope, with the frayed end fluffy and



neatly tied off to prevent further raveling.

"Are the Hrrubans back, Todd?" he croaked.

Todd's face took on a closed | ook and suddenly Ken under st ood.

"I"ll dress, son, and we'll go wait at the bridge together."

The ook in Todd's eyes made Ken feel nineteen feet tall. The lump in
his throat prevented himfrom saying anything until he'd nmelted it with
cof f ee.

"Make me some nore, huh? And grab up sone food. We'll need our energy
t oday. "

Dawn was just tinting the sky a pale green, Ken noted ruefully as Todd
ski pped ahead of himdown to the bridge. Well, if the First Speaker of Hrruba
woul d see that Todd kept his prom se, he could lose a little sleep to do the
same. Unbi dden, Pat's words leapt to mind. "What will Todd do if they |eave
us?" Ken felt chilled with nore than cool norning air.

He had thought to bring a bl anket and they wapped that around them
sipping their coffee, eating stale bread and cold nda steak in a conpani onabl e
si | ence.

"How d you get to learn the formal |anguage so well, Toddy?" Ken asked
at |ength.

"Ch," Todd scrunched his face up expressively, "Hrula told me | had to.
Hrriss helped. So did Mrva," and he giggled. "She'n' Hrrestan took turns
pretending they were very broad Stripes. And then sone always turned up at the
flat. Dad, they have aisles and corridors like ours only they call 'em ' narrow
trails' and 'wide trails.' Then Hral -- renenber the old white-face in the
village -- well, Hriss told ne he's way high in government. He'd come and
make ne talk and talk Me and Hrriss didn't get that rmuch time to play but |
didn't mind -- too nmuch. W'll have all sunmer to play. Hrula prom sed."

Fervently Ken hoped that prom se would be kept.

"Toddy, sonetimes adults aren't able to keep prom ses, no nmatter how
hard they try or how nmuch they want to.

Todd let his bread drop back into his lap, staring at his father with
penetrating accusation.

"I know | did everything right. Hruna told ne I did and he used vill age
talk. He said | remenbered everything. And that it'd be all right!"

Fl eetingly Ken thanked the First Speaker for his kindness. How coul d he
tell Todd that Hrruna, too, m ght have to break his word?

"Son, you did so well everyone in this colony is bursting with pride.
And the admiral called you his chief of protocol " Ken couldn't continue

"We're staying on Rrala, aren't we, dad? Aren't we?"

"Yes, Todd," Ken had to agree, |ooking away fromhim down at the
rushing river, "Yes, we're staying on Rrala." He made his mind blank so he
woul d not communi cate his fears to the child.

The sun came up over the edge of the pass, slanting down into the
val l ey, touching the exclamatory shafts of the three ships before lighting the
| ower col ony buildings. Animal noises drifted up to them The lights in Ben's
cabin came on. They watched as the veterinary nmade his way into the barn to
mlk the cows and grain the stock. The lights in Hu Shih's house lit too, but
the rest of the cabins were dark inert. Ken envied themtheir respite, yet he
woul d not have traded this vigil with his son for anything.

The decision to be made on Doona, Ken decided as his mnd refused to
ignore its uppernost concerns, was nore than the justification of the
colonists' reports of the Hrrubans or which departnent had jurisdiction over
their futures; or whether the colonists could pursue their interrupted dreans.
It was nore inportant than the ternms witten into any treaty, nore than a
synmbol i c expiation of the terrible Siwannah tragedy. Yet it was all of these
and nore. And it was two small boys of different races, listening very hard to
each other's words, and wanting to grow up together on a world with plenty of
space to run and shout in. Mitual coexistence already existed on Rrala --
between Hrriss and Todd.

Suddenly Todd's body stiffened, his head jerked over his shoul der. Ken



was sure he saw the boy's ears twitch. They were both on their feet, both
eager for the sight of tall, tailed figures on the ridge.

There are too nmany of them was Ken's first thought. It's the guard cone
back. And he caught Todd by the shoul ders for fear the boy would run forward
t o di sappoi nt nent.

"It's all right, Dad. It's all right," Todd screamed. "They've got the
grid with them See. Lots and lots of grid!"

Chapt er XXVI

TUMULT AND SHOUTI NG

VWHEN THEY TRIED to recapture the events of Decision Day, none of the
partici pants had any coherent recollection. However, as the proceedi ngs were
fully taped by both Hrrubans and Terrans, the sequence was not distorted. And
everyone had curious fragnments that remai ned personally vivid.

Ken renenbered receiving innurmerabl e cups of coffee and being unable to
drink one. He remenbered finding and | osing Todd a dozen times, exhausting al
pati ence but nanagi ng sonehow to produce Todd as needed. For the boy had to do
a great deal of interpreting at first.

Pat recall ed being yanked out of bed by her exultant husband, the only
detail she grasped from his garbl ed phrases being that the Hrubans were back
and it looked as if they'd stay. The next thing she remenbered was Mrva
arriving, alnost unrecognizable in filny jewel-dusted robes, a retinue of
purring Hrruban wonen in her wake. She had acquired a startling fluency in
Terran overnight -- at least that's what it seenmed like to Pat -- as she
outlined the day's incredi ble schedul e and asked Pat's assi stance.

"Then | cooked for fourteen solid hours,"” Pat would sumup the remai nder
of her day. Ken would grin indulgently.

If Todd were in the room he would winkle his nose at her and tw tch

his ears -- a habit which was beginning to pall on his parents -- and renmark
with utter disgust, "I didn't get to play all day long! | had to talk!"

Hrriss would counter, "Well, | had to stand wi thout talking."

"As for nmyself, | was glad to be silent for |I had tal ked nyself hoarse
the night before,” Hrrula said, grinning at Ken

"Al'l in a good cause," his friend would agree.

Even as the Hrruban technicians crossed the bridge with the grid panels;
Ken had sent Todd to blow the air whistle. As the Hrrubans passed him they
peered at Ken with a mixture of curiosity and interest but there was no doubt
of their underlying excitenent. Their |eader was a tall dark-nmaned fenal e who
told Ken in faltering Terran that her name was Mrim She i mediately |apsed
into mddle Hrruban.

Mrimoffered hima tape, printed on the watery blue plastic fil mwhich
Ken later realized was used for all governnmental declarations, sealed with
many odd designs which were the official signatures of the various
partici pating or endorsing Speakers. Mrim spoke Hruban slowy, her eyes on
his, and Ken understood that the Hrrubans wi shed to set up a grid installation
on the Common near the ness hall for a neeting to be held several hours hence
-- after (and Todd arrived in time to translate) very inportant details had
been satisfactorily conpleted. As soon as the grid was in place, other
officials and dignitaries would arrive to direct preparations. Therefore,
woul d the noble Rrev assist her, Mrim to conplete her assigned task
speedi | y?

Now Hu Shi h cane runni ng across the Conmon, foll owed by Ben and Lee. The
air whistle's shattering sumons had al so roused the three ships and a | and
vehicle raced up fromthe field, necessitating nore expl anations and del ays
while Mrimwaited with growing inpatience. In the back of his mnd, Ken swore
t hat what ever governnent existed on Rrala, it would stay small enough to be
manageabl e. However, while Ken was trying to explain natters to the A reldep
messenger, Lee and Mrimlocked glances. Wth a jerk of his head, Lee
i ndicated that Mrimshould follow him By the tinme the Alrel dep nmessenger had
returned with the clearance for the installation, it was already conpl eted and



msty with the first schedul ed transm ssion

From then on, Hrrubans poured into the Conmon: soldiers first, carrying
supplies and flags and bales, their side arms secured at the back of their
belts. Shih adroitly ordered all Terran nmarines to do |ikew se.

Hrrula arrived with the first contingent and qui ckly separated Ken and
Shih for a hurried conference. Ken noticed that Hrula' s eyes were enl arged
and that he had difficulty controlling his tail. He didn't know t hen that
Hrrul a had been up all night organizing this neeting.

"The popul ar vote favored the resunption of the Rralan project -- for
the tine being and subject to review," Hrula told them purring as he tal ked.
He kept lapsing into Hrruban but Ken and Shih were able to follow him "Ch,
that Zodd!" he exclainmed fervently. "He did the trick with that rope tail. No
one could fail to see the conpliment of imtation. And his manners were
perfect. "Just like a well-brought up cub,” and Hrrula mmcked sonme high
guavering voice, his eyes gleamng w ckedly. "You can just imagine the panic
when the rest of the Speakers realized where First had gone with Zodd. Ha
Wll, Third did exactly as First hoped he woul d when he threw the circuits
wi de open on Rrala and pre-enmpted all comuni cati on channels.

"Then we shall be permtted to stay?" Shih asked, adding when Hrrul a
nodded, "Then our problens are over

"Ch, no," the others disagreed in chorus, "they've just started." But no
one appeared to object to the challenge.

"Now, " Hrrula began again, briskly, "these are the things which nmust be
acconpl i shed before the nmeeting can start, and these are the details which
nmust be observed." He pulled out two tapes. Wien he had finished themthe
col oni sts were apprehensi ve.

"Sumitral's not going to like that at all,"” Shih remarked sl owy.

"He will have to." Hrula replied with a shrug. "True, we never neant
for Zodd to be burdened with such responsibility when we taught him high
formal Hrruban. And true, it would not take long to instruct Sumitral in the
proper usage, but we have no tinme. W nust catch the interest of the people
now, with yesterday's scene fresh in their mnds, or suffer endless,
ridi cul ous del ays. Believe ne, never has any major decision been made with
such speed before. Mddle Hruban can be used anbng us," Hrrula indicated the
crowmd of Hrrubans busy in the Common, "but not to our highest officials at
such an inportant table. Zodd is the only one who can cope with the necessary
| anguage tonalities."

"I think Sumitrals reconciled to Todd," Ken said thoughtfully. "He
hasn't got any choice."

"No, he hasn't," Hrrula agreed drily. "I have a child's cerenonial dress
for Zodd to wear. It's a shame to take himout of the nda fur and the tail but
it is expedient."

"I'f you pronise Todd Hrriss, he'll nove nmountains.”

"He has. He noved the High Council here. Now, do you nen have nore
formal clothes than these?" Hrrula asked, indicating their utilitarian
coveralls.

"I believe there are sufficient Alreldep uniforns for nost of the nen;"
Sumitral remarked, joining their conference. "WIIl that suffice?"

"Red is an excellent choice,” Hrula said. "Now, to save tinme, Admral
may | continue? Soneone can bring you up to date on the background. Now these
are the things you nmust not do." The list was, as Sumitral agreed readily, not
i nconsonant with the highly circunmscri bed Hrruban cul ture.

"But a dammed bore and tinme-waster," Ken added with an apol ogetic nod to
Hrrul a.

"We shall dispense with that here on Rrala, but renenber, Rrev, there is
much time to be passed and accounted for on Hrruba. Cerenony helps.”

"Coming directly to the nub of the matter, Hrula," Sumitral broke in
crisply, "just what can we expect as ternms of the treaty?"

Hrrula's face and tail were still. "I do not know. M people need tine
to think beyond thensel ves. W consi dered ourselves to be unique in the



gal axy, you realize. Tine is needed for themto learn to accept the startling
concept of a race their equals -- if not their superiors -- to grow used to
the sight of your bareskins, to understand that their confortable apathy is
not threatened, but enriched."

Sumitral gazed thoughtfully around, pursing his lips slightly and
rocki ng back and forth on the balls of his feet. If he had a tail, Ken thought
irrelevantly, it'd be a-twitch.

"Do not press for any commitnent that robs both our races of tine to

adjust. The rest will follow when the time is ripe for further change."
Sumitral nodded sl owy.
"You do realize, Admiral," Hrula went on gravely, "that you nust speak

t hrough Zodd as he is the only one of you who can handl e formal Hrruban."

Sumitral raised his eyes skyward, shaking his head ruefully.

"Yes, | got that nmessage |oud and cl ear yesterday, but | sonmehow fee
that that will inprove the Treaty rather than hanper it. 'Qut of the nouths of
babes,' you know By the way, that's going to be quite a strain on young Todd,
Reeve. Is he up to it?"

"Just threaten himwith no Hriss," Ken suggested and was suddenly
conscious that he hadn't seen Todd lately. "Hrrula, Hriss hasn't sneaked in,
has he?"

"Probably. Anyone who understands Terran was ordered here."

By the time Todd and Hrriss were |ocated, in the hayloft of the barn
Ken was ready to threaten Todd with a good deal nore than the lack of Hrriss's
conpany. For the Council was all set to convene and here was Todd, filthy with
hay dust. He was uncerenoni ously dunped in the horse trough, roughly washed
clean, and jerked into the pale red robes that had been supplied. He was
scared and sullen by the time Ken manhandl ed himto the Common in tine to see
the Council arrive.

Sol diers fromeach race were interspersed at parade rest around the

Common, brilliant with flags and banners. On one side the nass of Hrruban
wor kers were now ranged; on the other, the Terrans and the original Hrruban
villagers. The day was brilliant and clear, the air heady with the sweet

snel s of spring and cooking, and electric with excitenent. The huge grid was
weathed with the famliar transmission mist. Solid forns coal esced within the
m st, which suddenly dissipated. On the rectangle of the grid appeared an
assenbly as awe-inspiring as the nost pagan heart could w sh.

Centered on the rich pale blue rug which covered the netallic mesh was a
magni ficently carved table of a gleamng silvery wood. In equally ornate
chairs sat seven mal e Hrrubans, dark-furred and heavily maned with age, their
face hair grizzled. On their shoul ders were cl asped jewel ed neckpi eces hol di ng
colored capes in place. Fromthe waist down they were clad in the long kilts
of the Stripes, each man wearing a different shade. Regal they were as they
appeared enthroned on their side of the gleam ng table. Seven enpty chairs
faced them each one as beautifully contrived as those occupi ed.

"God, you guys set quite a scene," Ken whispered to Hrrula. "The natives
are awed."

"Whi ch ones?" retorted Hrula in a soft purr.

"Who's Third?" Sumitral whispered as he gl anced down t he row of
Speakers.

"Second fromleft, by Hruna, and he's scared. See his tail?" Hrula
replied.

Ken grimaced because he couldn't see fromwhere he stood w thout
bendi ng, which he couldn't do. Todd's hand twitched in his and Ken suppressed
the inclination to squeeze it adnonitorily. The kid woul d have enough to
contend with today.

At that noment the Hrruban herald called the neeting to order and, as
rehearsed, the Terran del egates took their places in front of their chairs:
Law ence, Landreau, Shih, Chanminade, Sumitral, Todd and Ken. Hrrula stood
besi de Todd, Hrrestan by Shih, for they would act as auxiliary interpreters.
Todd, however, was the only one who could address the Hrruban Speakers. He



seened to know the Hrruban directly opposite himat the table, and even to Ken
the man | ooked slightly famliar. Todd tried not to fidget during the |ong
peroration in Hruban announcing the background and circunstances of this
nmonent ous occasion. He squirmed a little during the nonotonous recital of the
previous day's popul ar vote. Then everyone was allowed to sit down. Sunmitra
rose i Mmediately to give a resume of Terran's history on Rrala which he kept
to short sentences for easier translation by Todd.

Ken began to relax a little as he realized Todd was handling the
narrative beautifully, including a polite but boyish preface of his own,
beggi ng pardon in advance for any m stakes. Several of the Hrruban Speakers
snmled at that. The Third Speaker stared expressionlessly ahead of himduring
both sunmmati ons.

Hates the whole bit, Ken thought, and he isn't even listening; afraid
he' Il hear somnething good.

Hrruna then proposed that the neeting consider a joint tenure of Rrala,
and the hassling began

It went on and on, particularly because the Third Speaker now roused
hinself to join battle, conplaining, protesting, objecting to every
constructive thought uttered. Despite his obstructionism a franmework energed,
with Sumitral obviously bearing Hrula' s words in mnd, and suggesting waiting
periods, tentative arrangenents, options on everything except the coexistence
of the two races on Rrala. Each tine, Sumitral took the sting out of the
Third's violent restrictions.

Time and again it was Todd, growing nore and nore weary, stunbling
occasionally on conplicated phrases, who channel ed the di scussion back to
coexi stence on Rrala. He was sinply unable to translate the subtler tricks of
such trained politicians as Sumitral and Third.

"You aren't saying what you nean, and | wish you would -- sir," Todd
said once to Sumitral "We'd get through faster."

Al though Sumitral's patience was strai ned as conprom se and concessi on
were whittled or discarded, he also realized that Todd was perforning the sane
curious veto with the Hrrabans and that the Third Speaker's designs suffered
far nore than his. As it becane obvious to the other Hrubans that the Terrans
were acting with great candor and understandi ng conpared with the fierce
suspi ci ons and covert aggressiveness constantly underlying Third' s objections,
Third began to | ose control of his supporters.

At that point, Todd hel ped Sumitral win a very inmportant concession. The
admral particularly wanted a transmitter station fromTerra to Rrala to
facilitate comunications. He had specifically stated the grid need be no
| arger than woul d accommpdate six nen, that it ought to be nmanned by Hrrubans
at all tines, and that all transm ssions would be cleared through the Hrruban
colony chief. Third had ranted on and on about the dangers of such a
concession, then glared at Todd to make the translation of ten m nutes of
rebuttal

"Nobl e gracious sir," Todd had replied with a deep bow, "I wll tell
Admiral that you are afraid that we shall send big weapons to Rrala and
forbidden things and all that. But it's silly. And | guess you think our
scientists are smart enough to | ook at those grid posts and figure out the
whol e i dea of transmission fromthem But that's silly too. I'lIl just tell him
you don't like the idea at all and see what he says."

Ken caught the sight of Hrula s tail standing straight out in shock,
but when he was about to reprimand Todd, Hrruna | eaned across to Third.

"Third, the boy is right, you know. It is inpossible to extrapolate the
mechani cs of the matter transmission fromgrid posts and mesh. A small grid is
therefore no danger and certainly an easier way to transport the hrrses and
other interesting animals of the Terrans fromthere to Rrala.”

Third gl ared around but he found no support from his previous adherents
and had to w thdraw his objections.

By mi dafternoon the basic points of the Decision had been formul at ed.
The Treaty would remain in effect for no nore than fifty Rralan years, no | ess



than twenty-five; during which interval sufficient nutual understanding was to
be achieved so that a nore | asting agreenent could be drawn for nmatters beyond
Rr al a.

Both races agreed to uphold scrupul ously the Principle of
Non- Cohabitation with an intelligent species on its native planet, while
pursuing their independent explorations of space. Both space arms were to be
provided with recognition signals and orbiting buoys which were to broadcast
war ni ngs of posted systens. There was to be no differentiation between systens
posted for inimcal life, conditions, or previous and present colonization. In
that way, neither race, assunming they abided by the restrictions (and there
woul d be telltales to record violations, the penalty for which would be
tantanmount to war), could penetrate systens of interest to each other. O
their home systenms. Rrala would be the only contact point. No Hrruban was to
visit Terra in any circunstances; no Terran could go to Hrruba.

A large land mass situation in Rrala's southern hem sphere was to be set
aside for the neutral control force which would record and broadcast al
posted systens. Exploration teanms were to file all projected journeys wth
this central agency to prevent overlapping. A trade organization wuld be
admtted at a later date once it had been established which comodities m ght
interest the other race, but the Rralan colony was to be separate fromthe
commercial interests even though they contributed Rralan products to it for
sal e.

The aut onomy of the col ony was the hardest problem but here Sunmitra
remai ned adamant: only the colonists directly involved could ascertain what
regul ati ons would be required for the smooth functioning of this joint colony.
Third insisted the colony nmust be self-sufficient of either planet. Sumitra
agreed whol eheartedly; that had al ways been a fundanental prem se for Terran
coloni es. Third pounced on that by saying that an agricultural comunity was
al ways a drain on its home world. Sumitral pointed out that the nineral and
nmet al deposits of Rrala, slight though they were, should be the colonists' to
control and that the profits would be nore than adequate for their off-world
requirements. Third replied that if this world was to be agricultural, there
woul d be no need for sophisticated nachinery. Sumitral smled and permitted
Third to limt all heavy nmachinery, all automated equi pment -- except nedica
supplies of any kind -- because Third forgot that hand shovel s and incentive
were used |l ong before nmining machi nes and printed circuits.

He did not protest when Third insisted that the governnent of Rrala --
what ever governnent there was Third added sourly -- nust prove itself by
showi ng a bal ance of credit and snoothly running departnents in all the proper
phases of governnment within five Rralan years, or the project would termnate.
All Rralan citizens attaining physical maturity nmust be permitted to return to
the planet of origin on request. Any Rralan found guilty of commtting an act
of physical violence against any other Rralan within that five-year period
woul d render the Treaty null and void. Sumitral imrediately countered with a
demand that the government of Rrala could exile any nmenber of either race
consi dered dangerous to the comunity for any reason; that person to be
remanded instantly to the control island in custody of the neutral force.

Third insisted that all minors were to be taught high formal Hrruban as
well as mddle. Sumitral agreed, if Terran were taught and if m ddl e Hrruban
was considered the official |anguage of Rral a.

Sumitral pointed out that the Hrrubans had five village sites on Rrala
at this point whereas the Terrans had only one, causing a disparity of
popul ati on. He requested that sufficient Terran family units be added to
equal i ze the inhabitants fromeach planet. Third adamantly insisted that no
nmore adults could then enmigrate to Rrala. Unless there is a vacancy caused by
an exile, Sumtral countered.

By now Todd was showi ng unm st akabl e signs of strain, stammering and
fumbling for words, but struggling ganmely along. Hrruna began to frown with
concern. At this point Landreau's wist unit beeped and he | ooked around for
perm ssion to answer it just as a Hrruban technician stepped forward to



whi sper to Hrruna's first assistant.

"A ship cones." Todd announced the obvious with unadulterated relief as
he saw a reprieve.

Third hal f-rose, his eyes starkly apprehensive. Todd gave hima faintly
cont enpt uous | ook. Ken pinched the boy's | eg under the table and Todd subsi ded
with a sullen glare at his father. The Hrrubans were conferring in | ow
undertones. Then the hom ng beacon lit.

"Are we expecting anyone el se?" Ken demanded in a whi sper of Sumtral
who shrugged and gl anced toward Chami nade.

"An evacuation order was issued for you people,” he remarked softly,
flicking his eyes toward Ken and smling slightly. "OF course, in the |light of
today's proceedings, it will be canceled. Unless, of course,” and the grin
wi dened naliciously, "you elect to return hone?"

"You gotta be kidding," Ken exclained far |ouder than he intended.

Chami nade | eaned back in his chair, his expression snug although his
round belly appeared afflicted with a curiously rhythm c inner notion. |In that
nmonent, Reeve mnellowed toward the Codep nman in a way he woul d not have thought
possi bl e even three hours earlier. It occurred to Ken that if Landreau had
been thoroughly frustrated, Sumitral stym ed, Chanminade had come of f rather
wel I . Al though now a separate entity, his colony was still in residence and
sanctioned. Landreau's department woul d have to take official reprimnds for
his actions, but Chanminade night now nove on to bigger and better things.
Wl |, Ken decided, not until Cham nade had conpensated the col oni sts-in mnor
but vital ways -- for his earlier condescension

"Toddy," Sumitral was saying, "please tell themthat the ship is a
transport vessel ordered here to prevent further violation of the Principle we
bot h uphol d."

Toddy frowned. "But we don't need the ship. W don't have to go. Isn't
that what this is all about?"

"Ch, don't worry, you're staying, |lad. You deserve it!"

Toddy gl anced skyward again and then grinned. He couldn't stop grinning
even as he transl at ed.

Abruptly, Hrruna rose to his feet. Everyone scranbled hastily to theirs
as the First Speaker adjourned the neeting -- over Third's spluttered
objections -- and arbitrarily nom nated certain nmenbers to pursue ninor
details with their Terran counterparts at another tine. He trusted that a
fini shed document would be presented to hinmself and Sumitral within three
days, Hrruban time; no significant changes to be contenpl ated or acceptable on
matters already di scussed. He then bowed cerenoniously to everyone and,
beckoni ng to Todd, stepped away fromthe table.

Instantly the Second Speaker, dressed in deep gray, left the Counci
table to say a few quiet words to his first assistant, who i medi ately
approached Sunmitral and Landreau

"W may | eave now," Hrrula murrmured to Ken. "They'll be transmitting
t hose who do not care to remain for the rest of the day."

"Shoul d Todd be left with the First Speaker?"

Hrrula grinned broadly, wheezing a little as he flexed muscles stiff
from | ong standing.

"Intimate pitch is being used. It would be an insult to interrupt
without invitation."

"CGot acquainted, | see." Kiachif's booming tones penetrated the still
subdued conversation. Ken turned to see the ininitable captain, followed by
hi s supercargo, striding toward them across the Common. "Seens to ne, though,"”
he grow ed, glaring in Cham nade's direction, "that nmy ship's a bit
superfluous with all that sitting idle on its tails. How do, sir?" and he
nodded affably to Hrrul a.

"Cham nade will cancel that order personally, Kiachif," Ken assured him
"We drew up a Treaty today with the Hrrubans and we're staying.

"Did right to disappear then, didn't 1?" Kiachif grinned expansively,
wi nki ng at Ken. "Having anot her one of those dry do's of yours?" He jabbed his



pi pe stemtoward the groups setting up tables under the trees of the Comon.

"You do get here at feast tinme, don't you?"

Ki achi f eyed hi m specul atively, rubbing a grinmy hand through his beard.
"Seeing as how you're friends with the cats now you haven't by any chance
di scovered if they've a -- | nean..."

"An al coholic beverage? No. Things have been a little confused here
lately."

Hrrul a wheezed.

"He understand Terran?" Kiachif asked in mld surprise, favoring Hrula
with a thoughtful I ook.

"I'f I listen hard,"” Hrrula purred.

"Say, Haroola, do you fol ks happen to have any happy juice? Party drink?
Al coholic drink?" Kiachif pulled Hrula cozily off to one side.

Ken gl anced down to see Hrrula's tail tip describing a gentle arc.
Suddenly Kiachif froze, staring at the Council table. Three Speakers renai ned
seated, Third immobile with di sapproval, the other two arguing with am able
intensity. They looked up in mld surprise at the m st closing over them
before returning to their argunent.

There'd be four inportant guests then, Ken decided, automatically
checki ng the whereabouts of each. Hrruna, who was now acconpani ed by Hrriss as
wel | as Todd, strolled back toward the grid. No sooner had it cleared of one
m st than another forned. Ken became aware now of the increased noi se and
activity on the Common; of groups of Hrrubans in vivid colors arriving from
t he woods. He could snell delicious odors and realized that he had had very
little to eat since that pre-dawn stal e bread and coffee. Land vehicles slowy
drove up fromthe field, huge cylinders of fifty-gallon coffee nakers | ashed
to their cargo beds.

The transmitter grid cleared to disclose a group of el egantly gowned
Hr ruban worren. One good thing about rigid courtesy, Ken decided, was that
femal es had to be on tinme. Hrruna had stepped forward with the vigor of a
narrow Stripe, taking the hand of one slender lady -- his mate. Hrriss doubl ed
up in a deep bow, his tail lashing out to swat Todd pronptingly on his
unprotected | egs. Then the group noved off toward the barn, while unobtrusive
guards, three Hrruban and one Alrel dep, anbled behind in a satellite course.

"Ch, Ken, did Todd behave hinsel f?" Pat cried, rushing up to him Her
hai r was damp-curly, her face flushed, her make-up and clothes fresh. "Wo's
he going off with? Onh, isn't that the First Speaker? Is that his w fe? They
say we're staying and that you'll be named Spokesman with Hrrula. Is that
good? |Is that what you wanted?"

"Yes, yes, yes, and yes, honey," Ken | aughed, hugging her. "Todd has
redeened the famly nanme for all tine."

"Thank Cod!"

"\Where' ve you been since | woke you this norning?"

Pat's face clouded and her mouth thinned with irritation.

"I had to explain to four hundred Hrrubans how to cook Terran style. Ch,
for one lousy button to punch. There are times when automation had certain
undeni abl e advantages -- " She broke off with an accusi ng expression on her
face. "Do you realize that Mrva is a physical health Specialist -- that's
equi valent to having five Technical degrees on Terra. She's a full fledged
doctor, a biochem st and she was playi ng house on Rrala! She was up all night
pl anni ng the banquet and she admitted to me that she'd used Todd as a gui nea
pig to see what Hrruban foods we can tolerate. And she and Phyllis have been
going on at..."

"And so are you," he teased. "Hey, what's the matter?" for Pat suddenly
burst into tears and buried her face in his chest. He pulled her around to the

back of the mess hall, away fromthe crowds. "Pat, darling, what's wong?" He
ti pped her head up.
"It's just -- it's just too nuch,"” she gul ped back her sobs. "I'm al

right, really. Nerves." But she couldn't stop crying. "And | think I'm
pregnant and |'ve been so scared and all with the snakes and the m ning pl anet



and. .

Ken just held her tightly to him gently stroking her hair. If he hadn't
been so roaringly happy inside -- well, wonen cry because they're happy, too.
It was alnmost a relief to Ken to stand here, holding his wife in his arnms. It
gave hima chance to catch up too. He was having a little difficulty hinself,
adjusting to the fact that they were safely ensconced on Rrala, and that the
Hrrubans were back for good.

He | ooked down the sweep of the greensward to the barn. Hrrula was
showi ng of f the paces of the black stallion to Hruna and his |lady while
Hrriss and Todd perched on the corral fence, cheering him The guards | ounged
by the water trough, the Terran offering the Hrubans a drink fromthe dipper
Beyond the barn, toward the plain, he could clearly see the black snudges
where the snakes had been | asered away by the [ aunch guns the day before.
There was the faintest trace of stink when the wind blew fromthat direction
Far, far away he could see the dots of the urfa grazing. To his right, nearer
the river, stood the four vari-sized ships, silver-green in the westering sun

Pat had quieted in his arnms, confortable against him warm and soft and
his. As Rrala was his -- and his children's

Pat | ooked up at himwith a tremulous smle, her lips soft and inviting.
He ki ssed her tenderly, for her hard work today, her courage yesterday, and
the prom se of tonorrow. Armin armthey returned to the Comon.

L' ENVO

THE LAST OF THE GUESTS returning to Hrruba waved good ni ght through the
transm ssion veil. Wth a deep sigh, Ken turned to check the dark Conmon. The
bar becue pits still glowed ruddily, striking the master grid at his feet with

red fingers, flaring occasionally to |light the deserted tables, the overturned
benches. Above himthe open sky of Rrala was star-dazzl ed but moonl ess. The
| ast of the villagers were crossing the bridge, their way lit by yell ow power
beans instead of torches. Ken chuckled to hinself. A race that had matter
transm ssion carrying torches to confuse their unexpected guests!

"Rrev," purred a tired voice and Hrula emerged froma dark splotch of
shadow, Hrrestan right behind him "we can find neither Hriss nor Todd. Any
i deas?"

"\Where' ve you | ooked?"

"Al'l over the Common, under the table, in the nmess hall, at the bridge,
the river," Hrrula enunerated wearily. "All the Likely places,"
"Crmon. W'll try the unlikely" and Ken I ed themtoward his cabin.

They found the two boys fast asleep in Todd's bed. And chuckl ed at the
sight. Arns around each other, heads tilted as if they had fallen asleep
m dsentence, it was obvious that this pair worked hard at good interracial
relati ons. Todd wore his nda vest and a pair of pants, his rope tail stuffed
down one pant leg. Hrriss's nether regions, too, were trouser clad, and his
tail had worked down a | eg, thereby equalizing the appearance of the two
friends.

Hrrestan smiled at Ken over their sleeping sons. "W do not need to part
such friends tonight, do we?" and the two fathers covered the boys.

"Pat nust be finished at the mess hall now," Ken said and wal ked them
back toward the bridge. They were hal fway there when Kiachif's deep belly

| augh broke the still night like a sonic boom He |urched out of the shadows
in front of them
"I knew it, Reeve, | knewit," he bellowed jubilantly, swaying slightly

on his feet. "Y' see this little flask? It's got spirits init, it has," he
crowed. "Every race that's got skin to cover it, hair to braid, loins to clad,
if y' get what | nean, has some way to relieve the tensions of the weary weary
world they live on. | knew your pussycat people were no exception, bless their
vel vety hides. Praise be to the everlasting stars, may they nmultiply forever.

The flask was tendered Ken but Hrrula stayed Kiachifs hand and sniffed
delicately at the nouth of the bottle. His lips curled with distaste and he
rel eased Ki achifs hand abruptly.

"M ada," he hissed.



"Mada it is, and a nelodic name for a distillation of sheer delight,"
Kiachif replied at drive-roomvolume. "This planet's a joy to visit, if you
get what | nean,"” and roaring with laughter, he reeled away toward the | andi ng
field.

"He'll not be so glad tomorrow,” Hrrestan remarked drily.

The terrain di pped down fromthe Common to the field so they had a | ast
|l ook at his retreating figure outlined against the night sky, one arm hol di ng
the bottle high, like a salute.

"You don't approve of ml ada?" Ken asked, trying to suppress his
anusenment over Kiachif's mnor victory.

Hrrula s answering growl defied inmtation but nade clear his opinion of
m ada.

"The herd drink it by the Iva," he remarked scornfully. "Mkes them
sl eep for hours."

"I't occupies themw th something," Hrestan said.

"There is sonething here to keep them occupied,” Hrrula replied crisply,
gesturing broadly at the quiet scene. "Something new and vital and
stimulating, with a whole new set of experiences and problens."

"Yes, it will not always be easy," Hrrestan said thoughtfully, catching
Ken's eyes.

Quickly Ken held his hand out, felt Hrrestan's furry pal mtouch his;
extended his left hand to nmeet Hrrula's.

"We will always understand each other,'
feeling, "if we listen very hard."

"I get what you mean," Hrrula purred.

ABOQUT THE AUTHCOR

To be born as | was on April first inposes a challenge. In witing

Ken vowed, his voice rough wth

specul ative fiction, | feel | have not failed the auspices of ny natal day.
However, being 99 percent Irish indicates a certain perversity, so
tried out many other things before | settled down to wite. | dabbled in the

Theatre Arts, studied voice production for nine years before arriving at the
horrifying conclusion that | was a better stage-director of opera than a
singer. | capped off that facet with the production and stage-direction of the
American premiere in Wilmngton of Carl Orff's Ludus de Nato Infante
Mrificus, which is not as far from specul ative fiction as you m ght inagine.

| bal ance indifferent housekeeping with superb cooking, sew for anyone
but nyself, knit well and (woul d you believe?) enbroider; amcurrently raising
three children, five cats, and a french poodle; swim sail ride horseback --
western style by preference -- collect Gaustarkian romances, and resent being
kept away fromny typewiter by any one of the above-nentioned diversions.

My eyes are green, ny hair is silver, and | freckle. The rest is subject
to change wi thout notice.



