Crisis on Doona

by Anne McCaffrey &
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MAYDAY, MAYDAY,' A VO CE REPEATED over and over again in Mddle Hrruban
t hrough thick static on the audio pickup. "Anyone who is within the
sound of ny voice, Mayday! W require assistance. Qur ship is down and
damaged. Mayday!" Todd Reeve and his friend Hriss, at the controls of
the Alien Relations Department scout ship Al batross, stared at one
another in surprise. It was inpossible to tell if the speaker was mal e
or female, a Human |ike Todd, or a catlike Hrruban like Hiriss. The
nmessage repeated, sounding nore panic-stricken

"Where's that coming fron?" Todd demanded, scanning the readouts on his
control panel. They had just energed fromthe second warp junp on their
journey back to their hone world of Doona froma diplomatic mission on

t he nascent colony world of Hrretha, and had not yet taken bearings on
their position to initiate the third.

Hiriss's retractable claws extended as he reached for the controls.
There was a | ow hummi ng as the ship's benchmark programtriangul ated the
di stress signal and readi ngs began to register. The readouts indicated
they were positioned beyond the envel ope of a star system whose

bl ue-white primary glittered coldly on their screen. "Not too very far
away. It cones fromthe vicinity of this sssystem s fourth planet,' he
said in a low, cautious voice that resenbled a cat's purr.

"W've got to respond,' Todd insisted at once.
Firriss shook his head, his pupils w dening over green irises.

"Todd, we cannot. W bear the markings of a Trran ship, your
Alrrreldep, and this systemis interdicted by the Hruban exploration
arm It would be a violation of the Zreaty of Doona to enter this
sssystem "

"But it's a Mayday! You have to answer Maydays,' Todd insisted, staring
at his friend in disbelief. "The oldest naval |laws on Earth required
it.

Space laws can't be so rigid as to deny assistance in an energency.
Soneone's in trouble! They need our help. Wy is this one

i nterdi cted?" Todd denanded. "What's so dangerous about it?"
-"Explorers fromny people have clainmed this system called Hrrilnorr
for mneral exploitation, but also perhaps for colonization,' the

Hr r uban expl ai ned.



In the Archives established on the Treaty |sland back on Doonai Rral a,
extensi ve records were kept of the status of various systens in each
speci es' chosen sector of exploration. Though Doona was cohabited by
Humans and Hrrubans, each race had comritted to a Treaty spedfying
separate territorial rights to all other claimed systens.

"There are trace radioactive elenents on the inner, solid worlds,"'
Hriss went on. "The Byzanian G ow Stones of the fourth planet have a
curious, mlky glow, npst beautiful to | ook upon. They had a strange,
nmesmeri zi ng ef fect upon ny people, but even nore odd upon the analysis
equi prent they carried. The glow affects short-term nenory of both
people and things. Until the effects have been proved hrrrnl ess, no one
may enter here." Hiriss regarded Todd, his closest friend of either
speci es anywhere in the gal axy. They both knew how Treaty Law read.

Violation of a systemclaimed by the other species was an overt act of
hostility, which could end in war. The penalties for infractions
started with grounding of the ship, and could end with themin prison on
a hardship mning colony, or worse yet, remanded to Earth and Hrruba,
separ ated forever.

Todd set his jaw. "If we start ignoring fellow beings' cries for help,
we're no better than Rralan snakes. Sonmeone's in trouble. W heard it.
The voice said "our" ship. "W" require assistance. So there's nore

than one of them W have to help.
clearly uneasy.

H riss shook his head slowy,

Todd t ook charge.

"Look, it's ny responsibility. The ethics of nmy culture require nme to
act." He prodded his chest.

"I'"d never forgive nyself for ignoring that call and letting people die.
Besides, we're in this sector of space and we could be in bigger trouble
for ignoring a Mayday-if sonmeone el se comes by." Hriss regarded his
friend sonberly. "This is not a very well travelled area and the system
is interdicted.” Hriss then saw how Todd's jaw was set and the

i npl acabl e expression on his face and knew that his friend woul d not
yield. So the Hruban gave a slow nod of acceptance. "W have both
heard the Mayday. | will say that | insisted on answering though you
argued that the systemwas interdicted!" The Hrruban dropped his jaw in
his distinctive grin. "It is better thus. The initial blame is mne
for this is a Hruban system | convinced you we must respond." Todd's
expression cleared i medi ately and he gripped his friend s shoulder in
relief and approval

"I'"d rather acknow edge my own errors, Hrriss, but your idea makes too
much sense in this instance.

So, just this once, I'lIl let you carry the can for one of ny bright
i deas. Anyway, the ship's recorders are. . . Wit a mnim.
" He tapped the small illunminated dial on the panel between them

"Log's not recording, Hriss. No novenent whatever on the VU neter

Those flanming Hrethans. . .1 told themthe Al batross had been
serviced before we went out on this jaunt. . ." As he grunbled, he
lifted hinmself out of his chair. "I'll go see.™



"That recording is inportant, zGdd." Hrriss called after him
"Don't | just know it?" Todd hurried down the narrow conpani onway to the
engi neeri ng conpartnment, growl ing Hrruban curses under his breath.

Duplicate meters to those on the pilot's consoles were attached to the
front of each panel in the rear section. Todd dashed past the standing
cases that operated space drives, |life support, |anding gear, food
service to a blue and pipeclay cabinet. The feed switcher in the center
of the panel was on the correct output. The dials were junping,
followi ng the audio of the Mayday call still blaring over the speakers.

Qovi ously the power was running. Only one set of dials wasn't working,
the one attached to the hol ographic log recorder at the foot of the
panel .

"Wul dn't you just know? Those Hrrethans aren't worth the |eather they
belt with!" Todd groaned. Every system had been in perfect working
condi tion before the Hrethans insisted on the mechani cal - over haul
courtesy.

Frustrated, Todd kicked the front panel of the device and turned to | ook
for the tool box. Wth a wowi ng sound |ike a bear waking up from

hi bernation, the recorder started to nove again, its disk turning and
needl es noving. Surprised, Todd glared at it and stal ked di sgustedly
back to the pilot's chair.

"The good ol' reliable correcting kick. Try it again, Hrriss."

"A-OK now. "

"Them and their "courtesy,"' Todd nuttered, watching the VU activity as
t he Mayday was now obvi ously being recorded. That "courtesy' had been
yet anot her delay when he was fretting to get back aboard the Al batross
and out of the tight uniformhe had to wear on such occasi ons. Sonetines
the courtesy appearances that he and Hrriss had to undertake as
representatives of their respective cultures' were unredeened boredom as
wel |l as too much spit, polish, and restricting clothing: this |atest
jaunt to open a new transportation facility at Hrretha being an
excel l ent example. "Wnder how | ong that Mayday's been bl eating?" From
his training in space flight, he knew the fate of spacers whose life
support ran out. Recorders on passenger liners kept on until power was
exhausted. O hers ended when no nore activity was recorded by the life
support systens. "I'd hate to think we'd jeopardized everything for a
cargo of corpses.”

"We will assume rescue is required,' Hrriss said.
He transmitted a reply. "Stranded ship, this is the Al batross.

W necei ve your nmessage and are coming to help. | will rmake the course
correction,' Hrriss added, working w thout | ooking up

As they passed through the heliopause, a wild wailing nade the cabin
speakers vibrate unpleasantly. Hriss's ears flattened against his
head, and his eyes narrowed.

"Perimeter buoy,' he said, wincing. "l knew we ought to be close to
one. Can never dodge them



Good engi neering. Records even the nost fleeting pass,' he said,
readi ng the control panel, "and our entry. It wll also broadcast a
rrrecord of the intrusion to the Zreaty Island beacon,' he rem nded
Todd, his tone gl oony.

"So? It's not as if we didn't expect one,' Todd said, his eyes on the
screen. "We're commtted now." His remark was nbre statenent than a
request for agreement.

The bl ue-white sun was a dwarf, much the size of Sol in the Earth hone
system The Al batross had come out of its junp directly above it, so
that the conputer-plotted ellipses of its seven planets spread out bel ow
the ship like ripples in a pond.

The Mayday originated fromthe fourth planet fromthe sun, a small,
solid sphere with a ring of eight small and irregular satellites. The
triangul ati on crosshatches appeared on the viewscreen and cl osed down on
a point near the planetary equator, and just passing into the night

nmeri dian. Anxiously they watched the blip di sappear around the planet's
curve.

Todd adjusted the Al batross's course to neet its orbit at the earliest
possi bl e nonent .

Though it took a long time for the scout to cross the distance to the
fourth planet, neither Todd nor Hrriss noved. Todd |eaned forward,

el bows on knees, watching the planet and its nobons grow on the

vi ewscreen. Unconsciously he rubbed at his neck where the tight formal
tuni ¢ had rubbed the skin. Even though he was now in the confortable
one- pi ece shipsuit, he still felt the constriction

Anot her reason he | oathed these formal occasions.

Why they never made the collars or sleeves with sufficient material to
enconpass one's neck or biceps Todd could not figure out.

Hrriss sat, apparently at his ease in his inpact couch, but his tail tip
swi tched back and forth, revealing tension

"That buoy was alive and kicking, so no smart marauder has tried to
blank it and get in for a quick decco. O course, if any of those
stones turn up on the market, the vendor's in real deep kinthee,' Todd
sai d, shooting Hriss a mschievous grin. "O maybe they'll try to tel
us that their equipnent's mal functioning and they didn't "hear" the
buoy." Hi s grimace was nocki ng as he shoved a finger in his ear
pretending to clear it of a deafening obstacle.

"I amstill uneasy nyself about entering here,' Hriss admtted.
"Zomezi ng makes my hackles rise." He shook his maned head and then

ext ended both long arnms in a gesture of futility. "But we have no
choice if lives are at stake. "This shouldn't take that |ong,' Todd said
reassurringly, making sure the Al batross was on course.

"Not more than a few hours. 1In any case, a rescue is surely a
def ensi bl e reason for breaking prohibition." He sighed, once again
easing the soft collar off the back of his rubbed neck. "I1'll be glad

when we can slough this sort of duty off on soneone el se



| hated | eaving hone while all the Treaty Renewal debates are going on

| was needed there,' and he jabbed a finger in the spatial direction of
Rrala, "not there!" A second jab, contenptuous this tine, was for the
systemthey had just left. Todd s eyes |ocked on the viewscreen show ng
the fourth planet, and he began to tap his fingers inpatiently on the
consol e.

"WIl only your two hands hol d back the flood tides of disaster?" Hrriss
asked himteasingly, to relieve the tension

Todd turned red and | aughed sheepishly. "Hope there's no flooding at
all. But you gotta admit, Hrriss, | speak the best formal H gh Hrruban
of anyone on the Treaty Island."

"That | do admit,' and Hrriss's eyes glowed warmy. "Did | not help
teach you nysel f?" What Hrriss did not add was that, in many eyes, Todd
was the first real Doonan. The experts said you couldn't true-teach
anot her | anguage to an adult, but a very young child could assinilate
one as if it was his nother tongue. Todd, with his boom ng voi ce,
far-rangi ng ways, and quick mnd, was the first Terran totally at hone
on Rrala, the Hrruban and official name for Doona. Life on Earth was
too confining, too rigid for the six-year-old he was when he arrived on
Doona. He was thirty-one now. His swift adoption of Hrruban ways and
| anguage, and his innate courtesy, made him when he cane of age, a
natural choice for Alreldep's diplomatic service. Over the years, Todd
had been careful to be nmost punctilious about courtesies and | aws,
schooling hinself to ignore slights and insults that often roused his
hot temper and begged for retaliation.

"I feel as you do about the Zreaty negtia~~5, Hrriss said firmy. "The
arrangenent nust continue. | cannot conceive of going back to Hrruba.

My life is on Rrala. M career, ny fanmly, my hrrss . . . and ny
best friend." Hs grin exposed awesone teeth.

Todd grinned back. "Mne, too. Well, you'd think that twenty-five
years of peaceful coexistence between Human and Hrruban on Rrala woul d
convince them' Todd offered. "The trouble is, we're the ones living
withit. I'mworried about the politicians, too far removed fromthe
situation, who have power over it. They're liable to dissolve the
Treaty wi thout considering the effect on the people already involved."
"Zat is undoubtedly trrue,' Hrriss acknow edged.

"W have been on enough di pl omatic missions to see where the distant
governments have made purely political decisions that are irrrrel evant
to the true needs of the colony. Theirr continued meddling wthout
sufficient investigation borrrderrrs the rrridicul ous.

"I'n the words of an unknown but often quoted Terran phil osophist, "ain't
that the truth!"

As the first successful attenpt at col onization of a nonm ning, pastora
wor | d, Doona was the natural focus of nuch curiosity and specul ati on on
Earth. The Space Departnent and the Col oni al Departnent of the

Amal gamat ed Worl ds were beside thenselves with pride and worry |l est the
experiment prove to be a failure, after all' |eaving them w thout
sufficient funding or approval to send nore nissions and col onists into
space.

Spacedep, as represented by then-Commander Al Landreau, had suffered



hum liation in the Amal gamated Worl ds governnment when the first Terran
colonists found a Hrruban vill age on Doona across the river fromtheir
own | anding site. No habitation had shown up in any of Landreau's
scans, but the village was discovered very much an inhabited site.
Because it was Ken Reeve - and his six-year-old son, Todd-who had
managed to prove that aliens were, in fact, resident on Doona, Landreau
resented the Reeve fanily nore than any of the other el even original
colonists. Not only did the nysterious appearance of an alien species
on Doona seriously conprom se the Phase | operation under Spacedep, and
Conmander Al Landreau; but al so the repercussions reverberated through
t he Col oni al Departnent (Codep) for permtting Phase Il to be initiated
and col onists placed on the planet.

The npst stringent rule of the Terran Col oni zation Plan was to avoid
pl anets whi ch harbored anot her sentient species.

Landreau was not actually at fault. The Hrrubans had not been "in
residence' at the time of his extensive survey. By matter transnitter

t he Hrrubans had noved their entire village back to their hone planet of
Hrruba, since the winter nmonths on Doonai Rral a were | ong and harsh.

But Landreau neither forgot nor forgave the humliation of being wong.

However, the visionary |eaders of both species had decided to nake the
best of this coincidental colonization: to prove that two alien species
could interact wi thout exploitation or contam nation

Doonai Rral a becane the vital test for Human and Hrruban

The original colonists of both species were allowed to stay, and nore of
each species joined the project, under the |oosest of control by their
respective governnments. Both races were determnmined to make this project
wor k and prosper. And they were scrupulous in keeping to the rules laid
down by the nonmentous Decision at Doona, where a six-year-Aad boy

transl ated the rel evant cl auses.

The original twenty-five years of that Decision were nearly over and
renegoti ati on soon to be discussed. Both Todd and Hrriss knew of the
recent incidents which they were certain had been arranged with the
express aimof creating di ssension between Hrruban and Human, rupturing
the Treaty, and, nore inportant, preventing a renewal of the unique
settl enent on Doonai Rral a.

Over 100, 000 settlers, Doonan and Rral an5 now |ived on the beautifu
pl anet, year in and out, benefiting fromtheir conplenentary skills and
strengths, and surviving the intense and bitter winters by nutua

support. If the Treaty was not renewed, the settlers would be forced to
return to home worlds with which they were no longer in charity. More
heart-rendi ng, staunch friends would be forever separated: |ike Todd and
Hrriss.

Al the while that Hrrubans and Hayumans lived in harnony on their

pl anet, space exploration had exploded in all directions-always aware
t hat each species was forbidden to explore sectors clearly marked with
space buoys of the other

Al t hough Landreau never forgave either species, he had gone on to
di scover so many ot her systens and planets useful to his owai Rrala were
| ong and har sh.
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Al t hough Landreau never forgave either species, he had gone on to

di scover so many ot her systens and planets useful to his own kind that
he qui ckly achi eved the rank of Admiral. In a way he owed that to the
Deci si on at Doona, which had brought himto the notice of his superiors.
Hs own efforts had kept himin a highly visible situation.

Judi ci ous mani pul ations on his part, the tacit assistance of powerful
conpani es interested in acquiring rich planets, moons, and asteroids,
and di pl omati c overtures to high-ranking governnent officials had
resulted in his promption to the head of Spacedep, twenty-two years
after the Doona affair.

Landreau had | ooked for, and found, others who shared his dislike of the
Doona Deci sion. Sone purists had al ways argued that a treaty

promul gated through the Iinguistic precocity of a kid had to be
defective. Certainly that nost honest and unanbi guous of treaties
proved troubl esone to sone anbitious and aggressi ve Hunans.

Landreau carefully cultivated such officials, always seeking a way to
burst the Doonan idylland avenge hinself on the Reeves. Subtly, of
course, for he would not risk his current high status: especially one
which allowed himthe facilities of Spacedep's far-flung resources and
highly skilled and trai ned personnel. |If sonme of the i mense budget
avai | abl e to Spacedep's Conmander in Chief was siphoned off to explore a
way to achi eve personal vengeance, it was admirably hidden in the norass



of official reports, paynents, and anal yses.

There was, however, another covert reason for subverting the Doona

Experi nment: Hrrubans and Humans, dissinilar in form needed sinilar
worl ds to col onize, and for the same pressures. |f Doona failed, al
terms of the Treaty were null and void.

The forbi dden sections of space woul d be open once again to Admira
Landreau's m ghty vessels and well-armed fleets, and if the rich world
was al ready i nhabited by a Hrruban col ony, tough on them A few

wel | - pl aced gernbonbs and the Cohabitation Principle was invalid.

Unl ess, of course, other factions of Earth's governnent could be

per suaded how archaic the principle was and rescind it. How nuch easier
would I'ife be on Earth if dne could ship out the unwashed masses to fend
for themsel ves on new worlds with viceroys to skimthe riches off the

t op.

The Doonan settlers were certainly aware of Admiral Landreau's hatred,
and his machi nati ons, and there were many adherents on both home woil ds
that did their best to neutralize some of the worst of Landreau's subtle
canpai gn in various governnent offices. Though Ken and Todd had never
vocalized it' they knew that they were Landreau's particular target.

| -andreau regarded Todd as an incorrigibly wild brat who went native

wi th distressing speed after |anding on Doona.

Todd's assimlation of the formalities of H gh Hruban di pl omacy at the
age of six, Landreau dism ssed as a fl uke.

Hrriss, now nearly thirty-five, always had a cooler way of interpreting
a situation than his tall friend. Hrubans were unassail able by any
power from Earth. By Treaty agreenent, the arm of the gal axy which the
Hrrubans chose to explore was off limts to Terrans. Hrruba's hone
system was protected by the sane Treaty. Any incursion into either
sphere woul d be an act of war. Even Landreau in his obsessive hatred
for the Reeves would hardly start a war between the species to get at a
single famly. Though Hruba was run by a bureaucracy of great
antiquity fully as cunmbersonme as that of Earth, it was directed gently
by one m nd whose interests all owed expansion and alliance to proceed.
Hrriss and his famly were unlikely to be renmoved fromtheir home for
any reason |less serious than war. |t brought Hrriss's need to defend to
two foci: Zodd and the Rrev famly.

"I know Landreau's working every angle to spoil our chances if he can,’
Todd said. "But the Doona Experinent is doing incredibly well, and
everyone on Earth knows it, There would have to be an awful stink raised
to bring the Experiment to an end at this point."

"A diplomatic insult, perhaps?" Hrriss suggested delicately. "A wedge
need not be a large one to drive two el enents apart. On Rrala, Terra,
or Hruba, it nmakes little difference.

"Well, if Landreau thought he could start one on this latest diplomatic
m ssion of ours, he failed." Todd grinned. "Rogitel of Spacedep sounded
like he wanted to start an argument with nme at the banquet on Hrretha,
but | pretended to be bogged down in protocol-fardles, | know all the
noves better than he does,' Todd said with a snort, his eyes on the
screen. Their quarry had reappeared on their side of the planet, and
its orbit remai ned unchanged. "So | got himtal king about exploration
in the Eighth Sector-safe enough topic."



"I told you it would be useful to know those details,' and Hrriss
dropped his lower jaw in the Hrruban grin. "He tried me later. |
refused to be insulted when he called ne a woul d- be Hayuman.

If he wishes to create an incident, he will have to try harder."
Hrriss's wide pink tongue now |icked his upper lip, a further sign of
anusement. "Varnorian of Codep asked me if it was true that you were

applying to join a Hruban colony to escape penalties fromEarth. As if
that would not be a Zreaty violation."

"d ad you batted that rumor out of court. | heard a smitch of it, too
and di savowed it with all the innocence at my command." Then Todd
snort ed.

"Anyone who knows nme knows better than to try something that sinple on
nme." The Al batross had closed to wi thin thousands of Kkiloneters of its
goal. It was easy to swing into orbit fromplanetary north. The scout
had been designed to pass through atnosphere as easily as it did through
the frozen void of space. It swept low, across the top of the envel ope
of atmosphere, above the mass of clouds envel oping the small planet,
angling toward the signal

"I'f you keep a sharp watch portside Hriss, Todd said, his own eyes on
the starboard, "maybe we can catch it first tine round and not waste too
much tinme in-syStem" It was Hriss who first set eyes on the source of
t he di stress signal

"Zzhere!" he hissed, pointing with one of his extended cl aws.

Todd marked the trajectory of the floating craft, perched lust on the
edge of orbit. It was too far away for the cameras to discern nuch
detail about the ship itself, but one thing was clear: any passengers
woul d soon becone cinders. The orbit had decayed so much that in only a
short time, their ship would be inexorably caught by the planet's
gravitation and fall, burning, into the atnosphere.

"Hey, what if we dip belowthemand drop a tractor cable?" Todd
suggested. "You know, that's awfully small for a ship, even a scout."
"And bi gger than the average escape pod,' Hrriss said, his tone

t hought f ul

The size didn't seemunnatural. Hrruban and Hayunan exploration teans
flew variously sized scout vessels. The difference was that the Human
teans were larger, or doubled up in specialities.

Hrrubans sent out the nminimumcrew needed to make a primary judgment on
a planet. Wen they found one that warranted a full-teaminvestigation
t hey dropped a one-way transportation grid to the surface and then
"ported in the appropriate personnel. "It must be Hayumans, then, or
they would not still be here calling for help.

Standard procedure for Hrrubans is to drop a tenporary grid and "port
hone safely." The Al batross used the gravity well of the Hrilnorr IVto
brake its speed. The next tine it passed within visual range, Todd was
able to plot a course to follow their quarry.

"I have initial telenetry readings. No atnosphere |eak fromthe surface
of the craft,’ Hrriss said with relief, reading fromhis scopes for
traces of gas.



| integrity, it was in grave difficulties.

Rat her than describing a smooth orbit, the speeding vessel jerked and
stuttered its way around the fourth planet, as if pulled this way and
that by divergent gravity fields. It passed over the day side again.
Hrriss and Todd were blinded by the glare of planetary sunrise.

"Attention, the ship," Hriss spoke urgently into the conunit, using
Terran, broadcasting on all frequencies. "W are the scoutcraft

Al batross. W are here in answer to your Mayday. Can you read us?" He
repeated the hail several times, and then in Hrruban. There was no
answer .

He pushed up the gain on the receiver. Nothing came fromthe speaker
but at mospheric noi se and the repeated Mayday nessage.

"They coul d have | ost all comruni cations but the beacon,' he said,
plainly worried. "If their life support is already gone . "
trailed off and pointedly did not |ook at Todd.

Hriss

Todd bl anched at that possibility and bent over his controls, trying to
keep his face expressionless.

"We can spring the tractor line on the craft and haul it in.

Passengers could use life suits to access the Albatross's lock." Hrriss

nodded approval of the strategy. "Hope it's not too late." As if taking
the pilot's words as a challenge, the small dot on the horizon appeared

to fall out of orbit, heading like a nmeteor for the brilliant white

| ayer of clouds bel ow

"Ch, no, you don't, said Todd, seizing the manual controls.

Todd drove the scout hard after it, hoping the danaged vessel would not
pi ck up too rmuch speed fromthe gravitational pull until the Al batross
could swoop in on it. He toggled the magnetic tractor net into alert
status. They were draggi ng through the top of the atnosphere now as the
Al batross pursued its quarry, still kiloneters ahead. H s hands were a
bl ur on the keyboard. Hrriss kept calling out to the ship in both

| anguages, hoping for a reply fromthe craft ahead.

Wth the sun reflecting off its surface, it was inpossible to see nore
than a vague shape.

Hrriss kept requesting on all frequencies for details of the damage the
| one ship had suffered.

In the midst of the dense clouds thousands of neters below, Todd at [ ast
urged the Al batross ahead of the speeding hulk. There was a powerful
jerk that bucked themaround in their seats when the net of magnetic

i nes engaged the netal hull of the other.

"CGotcha,' Hrriss said, his teeth snapping in triunph.

"Geat. Nowlet's juSt tell those guys to drag ass over here." Once
Todd headed the Al batross back into space, the two nmen turned the
external canmera onto their prize, and irised down the |lens to counteract
the glare. There was a silence and an air of angry disbelief as they
stared at the object the tractors had brought in. It was cylindrical in



shape, the length of their own scout, and not unlike the escape shuttle
they had mistaken it for. What their efforts had acquired was a

full -sized orbital beacon, an unmanned buoy simlar to the ones hanging
above and bel ow the proscribed system still screanmi ng out its Mayday
nmessage on the Al batross's receiver as they stood staring at it. The
needl es on the VU neters | eaped back and forth in their glass settings.

"So we've been suckered into an interdicted systemby a recorded

Mayday,' Todd said, unbelievingly. "I'Il report this illicit use al

t he way to. " He paused, since the top of Spacedep was Al Landreau
and he knew what short shrift that report would get. "W have fallen

i nto deep kinchee, nmy friend. | should have |listened to you."

"No, friend Zodd, you listened to a distress call and acted
conscientiously,' Hriss said with a heavy sigh

Nei t her needed to discuss the ram fications of this.

"Let's get this sucker hauled in and see if we can sal vage that Mayday
beacon. That'll add credibility to this incident."

"Good thinking, Zodd,' and Hrriss programred the winch for a slow w nd
whi l e Todd nonitored the progress fromthe external canera.

"Hold it!" Todd held up one hand. "There's something attached to it.
Oh- ho! Doubl e trouble.

Did we record the capture? Good. Unless |I'mvastly mstaken there's a
device riding along a very suspici ous-1ooking thickening of the

| ongi tudinal spar. That thing is rigged to blow on contact!’

"Rrrreel ease,' Hrriss said, alnost spitting in disgust at the stratagem
"Can you get a close recording of that section?"

"I have so done." Todd was imrensely satisfied by that,nuch of this

epi sode, but as Hrriss plotted their course out of the area, his elation
drained fromhim "Soneone's been getting awful clever, Hrriss. Qur
course was known fromthe time we | eft Doona, so there was plenty of
time to set this up where we'd stunble into the trap on our way back
fromHrretha."
"Al'l too trrrue." Hrriss nodded, his expression as bleak as his
friend's. Even the markings on his intelligent felinoid face seened to
have faded in his concern

"I could wish boils on the hide of whoever perpetrated this. W could
have been killed!"

"Waz that the object? To kill us? O to lure us into interdicted
space?" The eyes of the two friends net-the yell owgreen and the cl ear
bl ue.

"I know soneone who woul dn't shed a tear at ny demi se,' Todd said
grimy.

"I have simlar well-wishers,' Hriss replied, tapping the console with
the tips of his claws in a rhythm c fashion.

"Qur deaths wouldn't -mean as rmuch as our broaching interdicted space,’
Todd began, rubbing his chin. Stubble was devel opi ng, and there were
nonments, |ike this, when he wondered what he'd |l ook like with a ful



beard, or at |east sufficient face hair to nake hi m nore Hrruban

"But not only is there prrroof of our samarrritanism but also |
Hrriss, nmade all the vocal contacts." Todd dism ssed that notion.

"Everyone knows we're together, so |'ve certainly been wherever you
were, legal or not. What | don't understand is exactly why the tactic
was planned in this fashion

Was killing the real end? O discrediting us?" The two exchanged few
words on the rest of the journey back to Doona. Both of them were deep
in thought as how best to mitigate their situation

Violating one of the main stipulations of the very agreement they were
hopi ng to see renewed this year was not good, however inadvertent.

"Have you convinced yourself that the recording is enough, Hrriss?" Todd
asked after they had identified thenselves to the Doonai Rral a buoy.

"Qur people will believe us."
"Let's devoutly hope that's enough

Too bad that fal se beacon didn't blow up. W could at |east have
brought a section of it hone as additional proof."

"W do warn everyone that there are bogus Maydays out there!"

"That is obligatory. Bogus or not, we were in the right to
i nvestigate,' Hrriss said one nore tine.

"Acry for help fromother space travelers is not ignored with
i mpunity." As soon as they |anded the Al batross back on Doona, they
contacted the tower. Linc Newy was on duty.

"Can you rustle your stunps, Linc?" Todd asked.
"We got an official report to deliver."
"Official? Huh? Nothing to do with the Hunt, is it?"

"Not really, but it'd be great if we could get through |anding
procedures and decontam and get the Hunt properly organized,' Todd said
wi th an encouragi ng grin.

"I"'mcom ng,' Linc said, and obviously switched to a handset for he
continued talking. "As you're just back fromthat Hrrethan shindig,
think it'll be okay if | just seal the lock on the Al bie and we can do
t he decontam and stuff when the Hunt's over." So Todd and Hrriss
grateful |y di senbarked, watched the seal be affixed to prevent entry,
and, thanking Linc for his courtesy, hurried off to find Ken Reeve and
detail the Mayday incident.

"Cenui ne or not, you have to answer a Mayday signal,' Ken agreed, though
the affair obviously troubled him He snoothed his hair back with a
resi gned hand. His thick, dark hair had receded above his tenples, and
lines were beginning to etch the fair, sun-weathered skin near his eyes.
He and Todd were of a height now, but often, when he was confused and
worried, as he was now, Todd felt himself still the small boy and Ken
the adult.



Maybe he relied too much on his father's w sdom where experience and the
study of law didn't provide the answers. Hrriss sat beside him his

yel | ow green eyes unwi nking as he stared at the floor between his feet.
Ken could tell the Hrruban was worried, but he was not as prone to

out bursts as his son

Todd's eyes were fixed hopefully on his father's face. Ken shook his
head and sighed. "Wse of you, Hriss, to handle all the ora

transm ssions. Let's hope that the pictures of that device and the
possi bl y expl osive ribbing show up." He gave his head another little

shake. "Such contingencies will have to be witten into the new Treaty,
allowing for legitimate rescue efforts and specifying penalties for
abuses. | shall suggest the nodification nyself to Sumitral at

Alrel dep. But | cannot be easy that the incident was there, waiting to
trap the unwary.

He paused again, holding up his hand when Todd opened his nouth.

"Were there any other representatives at the Hrrethan cerenonies likely
to have taken the sanme warp junps you di d?" Todd | ooked abashed.

"Dad, | just wanted to | eave. M neck was rubbed raw and it was bad
enough those Hrrethans insisted on giving the Al batross a cl earance
"They insisted?" Ken asked, his expression alert.

"Yes, and we told themthat Spacedep had already cleared the Al batross .
. Oh, | see what you nmean. The recorder could have been tanpered
with there. You think we were to be the victins?"

"W were not the only ship likely to pass that system' Hrriss said in a
sl ow thoughtful tone. "I will inquirrre. It is worrth that nuch. And
di screetly." He dropped his jaw at Ken. "Wen one is hunted, one
generally senses pursuit." "Then | can | eave you to nmention this to
Hrrestan?" Ken asked. Hrriss nodded. "I shall informHu Shih. That
will satisfy the necessary protocol. Investigations can be initiated
"Just don't let that sort of tine-wasting stuff interfere with the Snake
Hunt, will you, Dad?" Todd was clearly apprehensive. "It's only two
weeks away and we've a lot to do." Ken smiled. "The Shake Hunt is too

i nportant to the Doonai Rrala econony to have its | eaders absent.

"Il handle all the necessary reportings. And inform Sumitral

He warned me to expect trouble fromunlikely areas. Cunning of "our
detractors, isn't it, to start a controversy over a samaritan issue!

And it has the flavor of sonething the segregationalists would try."
"The group that thinks Hrruba is only being friendly to get their claws
into the best star systens?" Todd asked with patent distaste.

"Or perrrhaps,' and Hriss let his fangs show, "it is those who sense we
are armng ourselves for the conquest of your home planet."

"No one takes that foolishness seriously,' Ken said quickly. "You don't
even know where Terra is.

"Nor you Hrruba,' and Hrriss w nked.

Ken and Todd both |laughed with their friend, whose full-throated chuckle
woul d have sounded to many |ike an om nous growl. Laughter eased the



tension lines from Ken Reeve's face.

"Go on, the pair of you. W'Il deal with the matter after the Snake
Hunt. Wiich is going to be brilliant this year, isn't it?" He pinned
the two friends with a nock-stern glare.

"Absol utely!" The friends chorused that assurance and left Ken's office.

In only a fortnight's tine, Doona would be inundated by foreign
dignitaries and guests eager to witness, and participate in, the famed
Doonan Snhake Hunt. Hundreds of people would converge on the First
Villages for the sem annual migration of the giant reptiles, and Todd
and Hriss were in charge of coordinating the Hunt. Wich was not so
much of a hunt as a controlled traffic along the snakes' traditiona
pat h.

Whil e there had been intense argunents both for and agai nst annihilation
of this dangerous species.

t he conservationi sts-many of them col oni sts-had won. The i mense snakes
were unique to the planet, but their depredationsl which affected only
one area of the main continent, could be controlled. The reptiles
ranged in size fromtwo- and threeyearld tiddlers of three to five
nmeters in length to i nmense femal es. nicknamed G eat Big Mommas,
growing to twelve to fifteen neters. They had incredible speed and
strength and, although they ate infrequently, they had been known to

i ngest an adult horse or cow in one nmouthful. Their vision was so poor
that they could not see a man standing notionless a few feet fromtheir
bl unt snoutsl but they would strike at any novenment: particularly one
that gave off an enticing odor.

Their traditional route fromthe sea to the plains just happened to lie
by the river farns of the settlers where quantities of |ivestock grazed.
too nunerous to be shut up during the mgration. So the settlers had
devi sed a nethod of herding the snakes, making certain by a variety of
nmeans that few escaped to weak havoc anong the herds and fl ocks.

At first the settlers resorted to crude nmethods of keeping the snakes in
line. destroying far too many for the conservationists' peace of mnd
Then hunters from ot her planets |earned about the drives, as they were
originally called, and begged to join in for the thrill and excitenent
of addi ng such a deadly specinmen to their trophies. These nmen al so had
some excel l ent suggestions to give the Doonai Rral ans, gai ned from
simlar drives of dangerous species to which Ken Reeve, Ben Adjei. the
colonists' veterinarian, and Hrestan listened with interest.

"Make it into a real Hunt,' they were advised.

"Attract the thrillseekers and you'll not only nake some noney out of

it, but you'll have enough help to keep the snakes on the right track,’
So the Hunt became an organi zed sporting feature; one which put

consi derable credit into the colony's treasury and one whi ch becane safe
enough to advertise as a spectator sport for those who wanted
titillation w thout danger.

At first, Ken and Hrrestan, with Ben's advice, organi zed the Hunt, but
gradual ly, as Todd and Hrriss showed genui ne aptitudes as Hunters and
| eaders, the nanagenent had been turned over to them Mich had to be
arranged to insure that injuries were reduced to a m ni num that
visitors were always teaned up with experienced Hunters or in safely



prepared blinds; that the horses hired out were steady, well-bl ooded
ani mal s, accustomed to snake-stench and less likely to plunge out of
control and drop their riders into the maw of waiting Big Momas.

There were hundreds of mnor details to be overseen by Todd and Hrriss
bef ore Hunt Day.

When Todd and Hrriss got to their office, they found that much had

al ready been put in hand by their assistants, based on assignnents and
duties fromthe last Hunt. Scouts had been given their pests in the
salt marshes from which the nmigration began. Every honestead within ten
klicks of the |ong-established route had had fences, walls, and

buil dings reinforced. "Sighters' who would fly above the swarm and
nmonitor its progress had been chosen and their aerial vehicles serviced.
"Lures' had volunteered. Munted on two-wheel ed nmotorized rough country
bi kes, they were specially trained to | ead maverick snakes back to the
main swarmand to kill snakes that could not be turned.

Lures usual ly performed what had becone a rite of passage for young
Doonal Rral ans: capturing or killing two snakes on a Hunt, or succeeding
in stealing a dozen eggs fromthe marsh nests. In fact, this rite had
become an honor sought after by hunters of every system

Many now cane just to win accol ades as proof of courage and to have
their names added to this new | egend.

Those who did not wish to expose thenselves to physical danger were
accommodat ed i n snake blinds, built along, but back from the river
trail.

From t hese, spectators could enjoy this unique sight and excitenment. The
blinds were sturdily constructed of sealed rla wood, strong enough
though in truth any Great Big Morma Snake coul d have knocked one into
splinters with its powerful snout. However, experiments with various
odors had proved that a heavy citrus snell liberally poured on the

out side of the blind covered the scent of the juicy norsels within and
was a powerful deterrent to the snakes.

Twel ve Teams of fromtwenty to forty. horsenen and wonen rode in escort
of the snake swarm

Clever riders on the quick, well-trained horses could head of f renegades
or stragglers, for sone of the tiddlers were always breaking off the
mai n group, |ooking for sonething to eat. These were considered fair
gane for Hunters wishing to kill, or capture, in proof of their prowess.

Approved weaponry-for the Treaty did not permt heavy weapons in the
colony - were projectile rifles, nmetal -headed spears, compound bows and
arrows, and any sort of club (though bludgeoning a snake to death, even
a tiddler, was extrenely dangerous.) Crossbows were the nost popul ar
for a quarrel and could penetrate right through a snake's eye to its
brain. The only problemwas to then keep out of the way of the
thrashing body in its death throes.

The worst headache for Todd and Hrrestan was still the conposition of
the Teams, for they had to intersperse novice and experienced Hunters

wi t hout jeopardizing teameffectiveness. There were also sone "sol o' or
smal | Teans of off-world hunters but they had to produce qualifications
to hunt on their own: proof that they were experienced riders and
projectile weapon marksnen; preferably letters from other authorized



Hunts or Safari G oups.

As Todd scanned the list of those on his Team One, he noted with

satisfaction that Kelly Solinari was on it. So, she'd be back from
Earth! She'd be a good team second5 even if she had been away from
Doona for four years learning how to be a good di pl omat at Alrel dep

Anot her name, scrawl ed so badly that he couldn't quite decipher it, was
new to him but docunmentation showed that this J. Ladruo had
participated in several well-known Safaris. WelIl, Team One had to take
its share of novices.

He put that minor detail fromhis mnd and went on to designate the

pl aces where they'd have to place charges that could be detonated to
startle the snakes back into line. Usually the Beaters managed that,
with druns, cynbals, flails and small arns fire, but he pored over the
accounts of the last Hunt, to see where breakthroughs had occurred and
how he coul d prevent them He al nost suspected the snakes of

rudi mentary interngence the way sone evaded Teans and Beaters. He'd
begun | ooki ng at neteorol ogy reports, too, for a wind fromthe wong
direction would make a shanbl es of the nost careful plans. Drafting
contingency plans for wi ndy conditions was his next task, "The first
Hunters have arrived,' Hrriss told him conming in with their docunents.

Todd | ooked up, startled. "So soon?"
"Zooon?" Hrriss dropped his jawin a grin.

"You' ve been working too hard, ny Zodd. Only two nore days before the
del uge!" Todd groaned as he took the papers fromHrriss and checked the
nanes of f against the Hunt application list. Then he brightened.

"Two nmore days and Kelly'll be honme." Hrriss's grin deepened.
"You'll be happy to see her?"

"Sure, she's the best second | ever had." He didn't notice the odd | ook
his friend gave him

O the many people nmaking their way to Doona for the Hunt, Kelly
Solinari was probably the npbst excited. She couldn't wait to breathe
fresh air again on Doona. On Earth, you felt that taking a deep breath
was a crime against your fell ow Humans and besides, it didn't snmell good
so why contani nate your lungs with governnent issue. She knew that
Earth's air had inproved with stringent reductions of pollutants and the
careful control of waste products but her lungs didn't agree.

She was al so | ooking forward to eating "real' food again: the absolute
calorie rationing on Earth was not hing short of a sophisticated form of
starvation. For a born Doonan such as she, these four years were a

pri son and she was about to be set free.

There had been a | ot of change on Earth since her father and nother had
left the stagnant, crowded planet: and they'd been considered radica
for wanting to emigrate. Now there was an active desire, especially
anong the young, to break away fromtheir crowded, depleted honme pl anet
and go out to settle anong the stars. New opportunities had created an
aura of hope, lightening the general gloom of the population. The
success of the Doonan experinental col ony begged the question of when
nore pl anets woul d be nade avail abl e.



Wt hout the Hrruban el enent, of course.

In the back of every mind lingered the warning of Siwanna, the awf ul

menory of the destruction of another race. |In Kelly's diplomacy
courses, the Siwanna Tragedy was brought up again and again to warn the
eager young di pl omats-to-be that such an error could be repeated. It

had been an unforgettable and tragi c shock that the Siwannese had
sui cided as a race when the colonists from Earth encountered them

They had been a gentle people, with too fragile a culture to survive
contact with another intelligent species. Siwanna was enpty now.

Codep had erected a nenorialo the race there, and had forbi dden anyone
to settle on the world whose inhabitants had been accidentally
destroyed. And that was the begi nning of the Noncohabitation Doctrine.

No Human col ony could be initiated on any pl anet already inhabited by
senti ent bei ngs.

The Hrrubans' strong culture and identity made them in the

adm nistration's eyes, a statistical rarity. The Doona col ony was an
exception, where colonization teams fromtwo cul tures had net
accidentally. The first-contact groups were to regard all new races as
fragile and potentially selfdestructive. Depending on which teacher you
were talking to, this neant Hrruba was Earth's partner in the great task
of opening up the gal axy for exploration and col onization. O,
conversely, Hrruba was an obstruction to Earth's efforts. Kelly, who
had been born on Doona, and had nore Hrruban than Earth-born friends,
was al ways ready to defend her Hrruban nmates, and no one could match a
Doonan in an argunent.

Younger Terrans and her cl assmates generally shared her views.
They wanted to see Humans allowed to |live and prosper on new worl ds.

In the back of their mnds was the idea of neeting and making friends
with new alien races, though that thought was rarely voiced, not with so
many ol der folk with ingrained habits ready to report themto noise
monitors for loud tal king. Who could have a decent argunent in

whi spers?

It was so good to be home, even if Doona was crowded this season

Well, crowded for Doona, but only marginally inhabited conpared to
Terra. Kelly stared out of the hatch at the swarm ng nob on the | andi ng
field waiting for friends and famly. It |ooked as if every single
Humman on Doona, all 45,000 of them must be waiting to greet someone.

There was even a cluster of Hrrubans, who enjoyed the spectacle of
honecom ng for its own sake

She searched the crowd eagerly, hoping to see her own | oved ones after

her |1 ong absence. She'd be unlikely to see them lost as they were in

the nob of wel coming comrittees waiting to greet the inportant visitors
who had traveled with her fromEarth for the Snake Hunt. It had neant

nore ships comng in, a cheaper fare for her in consequence.

And, to judge by the shuttles bearing the markings of other systens,
Doona was al ready awash with those eager to be part of this primtive



event.

One of her fellow passengers, Jilaney Landreau, had bored everyone at
their table with his simulated-hunting triunphs. He considered that it
was essential to his consequence to be at the Doonan Snake Hunt and kil
"one of the big ones." Preferably from horseback, to prove his prowess
against a living target. Even as they were naking their way down the
gangpl ank, he was still blathering on about it to anyone who woul d
listen.

Kel Iy, who had hunted snakes on horseback herself, had been the patient
listener many a tine.

She' d recogni zed his nane and decided that it was smarter for her to
play it cool in his presence. Her diplomatic training had taught her
how to hold her tongue. She was also too kind to make fun of soneone
who had so far defeated only conputersimulated prey.

She turned her back on himgratefully when her nother and father, Anne
and Vic Solinari, approached her fromthe other side of the field,
crying out their wel conme, gesticulating for her to notice their

posi tion.

"Sweet heart!" Anne said, gathering her into her arns. "OCh, Kelly,
wel cone hone! "

"Ch, Mom' Kelly said, hugging her nother and suddenly feeling like a
little girl again. "I mssed you. H, Daddy."

"You | ook so grown-up,' Vic said, enbracing his daughter in turn. "I
wasn't sure we'd recogni ze you

You | ook just fine. How was the trip?"
"Long,' Kelly said, winkling her nose.

"Cranped. Very snelly. Al they had was canned Earth air." Vic

| aughed. "It's the second thing that's kept ne fromtaking a trip back
to Earth: the first is living in the crowmded conditions. | sure don't
mss those little granite boxes! Well, come on! Your brothers and

sisters are waiting to hear all about what you've been up to. Al voice
and video this time, not taped transm ssions."

"Am | okay for Team One, this year, Dad?" Kelly asked urgently.

Her parents | aughed. "Formal notice came |ast week,' her father said,
ruffling her hair. "And Mchael's kept that Apple nmare of yours
exerci sed and has kept your snake-skin in her stall so she won't

di sgrace you, us, or Todd." Kelly breathed out a huge sigh of relief.

"I was afraid we wouldn't land in tine."

"Afraid Todd woul dn't remenber to put you on his teanP" her nother said
with a raised eyebrow

"Ch, mother!" Kelly was glad of the excuse to go search for the |uggage
t he handl ers had just dunped on the tarnacadam

Kelly finally found and threw the bags into the back of the famly's
power sled. It was exhilarating to be back on Doona. It couldn't just



be the weaker gravity or the invigorating pure air that nade her feel so
light. She was happy.

As they flew toward their ranch, her nother and father punped her for
data about her life over the last four years. She didn't stop talking
for one moment all the way home. The weather was gorgeous, and Vic kept
the top of the sled down so they could enjoy the sun

Then he was turning the sled into the gate of the famly ranch, sone
klicks distant fromthe original First Community buildings. The new
town had been built sone distance fromthe original colony site, out of
the path of snake migration. Their ranch abutted the Reeve farm on one
side and the Hu property on the other. Behind themwas the red

sandst one back of Saddl e Ri dge, no-being' s-land except for the wild

ani mal s native to Doona.

Beyond that and the river was the Hrruban First Village. Every |andnmark
canme rushing back to her like the tide com ng back up the Bore River
fromthe distant sea.

She knew her mother and father were struggling against | aughter as she
kept inhaling and exhaling until she was hyperventilating. But she
couldn't seemto get her lungs cleared of all that stinking canned air.

And she couldn't keep from sw veling her head about her, wishing it were
on a 360-degree socket. The sheer space, just |oose and |ying around,
was a sight for her eyes.

Student housing allotnment on Earth was very cranped, even for a junior
diplomat trainee in Alreldep. No special treatnent was gi ven one who
had graduated with honors or taken the advanced degree in only a year
She had had to endure the sane tiny quarters as any other beginner in
what she liked to call Diplodep. She had missed having roomto stretch
out, and the view of faraway horizons. She had | onged for that al npst
as much as she had missed her famly. And Todd. And today was the
Hunt .

They were nearly at the ranch house now, and Kelly felt her heart
poundi ng for pure happiness.

Two of the farm dogs paced the sled, barking their heads off.

Kelly | eaned out, calling their names and trying to pet their heads as
they ran. Vic coasted the sled to a stop in between the house and the
barn. When he turned the ignition off, he gave Kelly one nore quick
hug.

"Wl come home, sweetie. Hey!" he yelled at the house. "Lookit what |
brung hone!" Joyfully, Kelly |eaped out of the sled and into the arns of
her brothers and sisters. The two smallest, Diana and Sean, tried to
junp into her arms. The dogs raced around them barking and junpi ng and
trying to lick her face.

"Hel |l o, coppertop,' she hailed her brother M chael, who waved fromthe
door of the barn and hurried up to nmeet her. M chael was a year her
seni or, but they had al ways pretended to be tw ns.

Their faces were very nuch alike, with broad foreheads, w de gol den
hazel eyes, and strong pointed chins. Hs hair was as fiery a red as
hers and just as thick. Their nother always said they rem nded her of



two matches in a box. Their father, nore kindly, nerely called them
aut um-col ored, to suit their autumm birthdays.

"Hi, hothead,' Mchael said with a broad grin on his face, sw nging her
around in a circle. He was a very junior veterinary resident, working
under Ben Adjei at the Doonai Rrala Ani mal Hospital

M chael was still clad in his white tunic, but was stripping it off as
he steered her toward the house.

"Hurry up and change into your gear. They're going to start Gathering
the Hunt at twelve hundred hours. Go scrub the ship stink off your
skin, or the horses'Il run fromyou, not the snakes. Unless you're too
tired to participate?" he asked teasingly.

"Not a chance!" Kelly said, wiggling free and headi ng toward the house.
"I't's what | hurried hone for! ©h, how |'ve m ssed Cal ypso."

"That's what Todd said you'd say." M chael nodded, hel ping her carry her
bags. "Still horse crazy after those years of horsel ess Earth?"

"Thank goodness, he and Hrriss got back fromthat Hrrethan assignnent,’
Kelly said, ignoring her brother's jibe. "Wuldn't be a proper Hunt

wi thout themleading it." As soon as she had showered in unlimted hot
wat er and dressed in confortable well-worn clothes, Kelly raced out to
saddl e her bay mare, Calypso. The mare gladly accepted the present of a
coupl e of carrots and nuzzled her m stress's hand.

Kel ly just hoped that she hadn't forgotten too much in her years away.
But Cal ypso woul d take care of her: she usually did. And there was just
time left to get down to the Assenbly Hall

Vaulting into the saddle, Kelly kneed Cal ypso forward, toward the fields
leading to the village common. After living on Earth for a time, it was
hard to readjust to so few people per square kil oneter

By law, there could be only as many Humans as Hrrubans. After the
Deci sion cane into effect, nore Humans had had to be inported to equa
Hrrubans, and four nore villages' worth of Terran col oni sts-out of the
mllions applyinghad come to Doonai Rrala. Even so, the conbi ned

popul ation made little inpression on a planet whose dianmeter was three
t housand kil onmeters greater than that of Earth.

Kelly was proud that her nother an6 father were two of the origina
colonists. Over the quarter century since that historic Treaty, Admra
Sumitral of Alreldep had continued to negotiate with Hrrestan, Hrriss's
father and chief of the Hrruban village elders, to make room for nore
Humans who wanted to | eave overcrowded Earth and nore Hrrubans with a
simlar desire. The tal ks had been successful, and the popul ation of
Doona had increased a thousandfold. Men and wonen who had lived in
cranped, crackerbox-sized apartnents on Earth had built hones and
ranches in the fertile river valleys and settled down with roomto
stretch out.

No imt had actually been set on how nuch | and each settler could
claim so long as waste, pollution, and sensel ess destruction of
resources were avoided. As well as the native urfa, Vic Solinari, who
had come to Doona as the storemaster, had elected to rai se sheep and
goats, his share of the precious breeding stocks sent fromEarth. To
keep the grasslands healthy, he rotated their pasturage every season to



anot her part of their land. Typically Doonan, he also had a stable of
horses, Kelly's favorite animal as well as cats and dogs.

It had been four years since Kelly had seen a |living ani mal except
Humans and Hrringa, the lonely Hruban mnding the transmitter grid in
Al rel dep block. Elated and exhil arated, she screeched greetings to a

flock of goats mlling around in a pen, and sighed with happiness as a
cluster of young colts galloped in play across a fenced meadow not far
fromthe house. It was wonderful to be home. Kelly |legged Calypso into
a canter down the hill toward town, revelling in the rhythnc gait and

the joy of being back in the saddl e again.
CHAPTER 1

DR.  BEN ADJEI HADESMAThD ThE DAY this year-and he hadn't been wong in
twenty years-when the great reptiles would mgrate fromthe salt marshes
to the lowlying desert fifty kilometers inland to lay their eggs. Only
of fworl ders bet against him the local population shrewdly inciting them
to do so.

A Sighter had | anded her small copter behind the Reeve ranch house early
in the norning to alert Todd that the egg-heavy femal e snakes were
arriving in the desert and beginning to burrow into the dunes.

| mredi ately, Todd called a neeting of |eaders of the Hunt at the col ony
Assenbly Hall .

They had gathered fromall over Doona and had been staying in or around
First Village for the last few days, in case Ben Adjei's estinmate was
off a bit.

For the past fifteen years, Todd and Hrriss had been in the first |ine
of Hunters. Their rapport was instinctive: they seemed to read each
ot her's mi nd.

They never took unnecessary chances or risked lives, theirs or others.
Their inmpressive tally of kills and captures of the dangerous reptil oids
had reached | egendary totals. As they grew to an age when their parents
woul d permt it, they cane to | ead the Hunt and had done so now for ten
years.

"You could see themin the underbrush, swarm ng toward the sands,' Lois
Unt erberger informed the | eaders who had congregated at the Reeve

resi dence, the usual Hunt headquarters. Excitenent made her brown eyes
wi de, showing white all around the irises. Her dark hair was
intricately braided and pinned tightly to her scalp. "Hundreds of them
like a river, pouring onto the dunes and di sappearing into burrows.
followed the | eading edge all the way fromthe salt narshes. Hrrel is
still in his copter over the dunes, watching until | get back."

"This is it,' Todd said excitedly. "Lois, you fly back and keep an eye
on the snakes. W've got to know the mnute they start to | eave. Dar,'
he instructed another Sighter, "go and check the snake blinds along the
way to make sure everyone knows the snakes are comng and to stay

i nside. Take two of the Lures with you, and drop them at the vul nerable
poi nts we di scussed. "

"CGotcha! |'maway,' Dar Kendrath said, dashing for his small craft.

"And keep in touch!" Todd called after him "W need to know the noment



t he snakes start to nopve out!" Dar threw hima salute fromthe seat of
his copter as the vehicle took off.

"W're ready,' announced Lou Stapley, who was in charge of the Beaters,
who hel ped to keep the snakes in train by thrashing the undergrowh wth
flails or beating drunms and cynbal s.

W angl ers, very experienced riders, were in charge of each horse

pl atoon. Their main concern was spotting the nervous rider who could
panic his nount. O a horse who suddenly deci ded he had had quite
enough snake hunting in his lifetine.

Hrrul a, one of the Reeves' oldest friends, was both the | eader of Team
Two and a Wangl er.

"Everrryone is prrrepared,' he assured them
"Great,' Todd said, checking themoff on his |ist.
Al the preparations were falling together nicely.

"We've got the pass bl ocked toward the Launch Center,' Jesse Dautrish
sai d, scratching his jaw.

"Let's hope it |ooks inpassable to snake eyes. But it won't take |ong
to clear it after the Hunt's over

The bridges have thorn barricades as well as mines, just in case the
snakes try to cross the easy way." Though the snakes could swim the
banks of the rivers upstreamwere too sheer and deep for themto get a

belly-hold. "I need another shower,' he added, scratching his waist.
"Dam dust settles in every pore." Jesse's assistant, Hrrol, brushed at
her short, tan fur, sending up clouds of dust. "All the charges are

| ai d near rnsidences and rranchess,' she said.
"Here's your copy back, Hrriss."

"Well done,' Hrriss told the attractive Hrol, and passed the list to
Todd.

"Ckay, okay,' Todd said, calling the Hunters to order. "Let's go.

Spread the word, we gather the Hunt at noon, and we'll ride out as soon
as we get the word fromthe Sighters. Robin, see you at the feast
later."

"Right, Todd!" called Todd's youngest brother, running for his horse.
"Good hunting!" Todd and Hrriss saddl ed their nmounts and rode to the
Assenbly Hall to wait for the rest of Team One. Horses were still the
primary form of individual transportation on the col ony world.
Doonanbred horses were one of the colony's nost inportant assets and
trade goods, especially on Hrrubansettled worlds. Hrrubans were

fasci nated by the gentle quadrupeds, and were natural riders. The
breedi ng of horses, rescuing the beloved animal from near extinction by
careful genetic husbandry, was done on nearly every ranch on the planet,
both Human and Hrruban. The Doonan style of saddle and bridle included
gens and ot her val uabl e pieces easily obtained fromthe planet's
generous storehouse of precious mnerals.

The style, which echoed the formal wear of the Hrrubans thensel ves,



seened unbelievably ostentatious to denizens of Earth, to whoma single
one of these gens represented additional conforts not yet purchased.
When gens could be picked up in riverbeds and rift bottonms and polished
with little effort by the finder, it was difficult for young Doonans to
take the awe and greed over such trinkets seriously.

Todd was proud of the way his gray gelding, Gypsy, |ooked in the new
tack he'd made, aglitter with gilding and pretty stones, many of which
had no comerci al val ue, but some of which were worth enough al one to
buy a change of status on Earth.

The col ony folk had al so redi scovered handcrafts. Doonani Rralan crafts
were so well thought of that goods of that origin conmanded a good price
of f-worl d: pottery; needl ecraft; weaving; stone, metal, and wood

scul pture; jewelry; and | eatherwork. An object made of the porous rla
wood coul d be dyed in rai nbow colors before it was painted with rlba sap
to seal and harden it to the consistency of stone w thout the weight.
Todd's saddl e frane was made of rla, giving hima sturdy seat that
required no effort for his nount to carry.

He needed to travel light, because the Hunt was hours of hard riding.

Gypsy danced beneath himas other Hunters and their horses gathered
around them on the conmon.

The gray gel ding had caught sone of the excitenent Todd was feeling. The
hard work of the last two weeks was about to pay off. He and Hrriss
exchanged grins of relief.

"Do you know, for a while | was afraid no one el se was com ng when the
shuttles were late arriving?"

"Not coming!" the Hrruban echoed, nocking disbelief lighting his eyes.
"Many spend the tinme between Hunts | ooking forward to the next one." A
sl ender horsewoman on an Appal oosa mare rode down the hill toward the
square, standing in her stirrups and waving. Todd recogni zed the
flame-bright hair on sight and vigorously waved back

"Hey, Hrriss, Kelly nmade it back!"

"Good!" Hrriss said, raising his own long armto return her salute. "One
nore good backup rrriderr to keep order among the aliens.™

"Hey, gal, welcome home,' Todd shouted when she was near enough to hear
hi m over the poundi ng of Cal ypso's gall opi ng hooves. "M ke said you
were trying to make it in time for the Hunt. And you haven't changed at
all!'" She plumped back in the saddle, to signal the mare to halt, and
eased her between Gypsy and Rrhee, Hrriss's mare. Now, grinning, she
snapped her fingers, her expression nock-wistful. "CGee, and | worked so
hard to create a new i nage."

"Don't bother,' Todd replied, grinning back
"The one you got's not bad enough to put anyone off. Exactly."

"Ch, you! Hrriss, how are you?" and she turned to the Hrruban. "Heard
you guys got drafted on that Hrrethan "do."

Todd and Hrriss exchanged quick gl ances. How had Kelly heard of that?
But then, she was an Alrel dep trainee.



"Verry well,' Hrriss answered, dropping his jaw

"The speeches lasted many hours. If it were not for the pleassure of
havi ng a functioning transportation grid, the people of Hrretha would
nost gl adly have forgone the honor of having so nmany em nent speakers.

"Spacedep and Codep both sent representatives,' Todd added. "I was a
little surprised to see Varnorian there hinmself, instead of sending a
deputy as Spacedep did."

"A good thing you went to keep them honest,5

Kelly said, making a face. "I've been hearing all about the two of you
fromny little cubbyhole in Alreldep block! You' re considered to be
quite a pair of heroes there.

Todd waved her words away enbarrassedly.

"You must tell us all about your experiences, as soon as the Hunt is
over,' Hrriss said, showing his fangs in the w dest Hrruban snile

"Absol utely!" she prom sed t hem

Kelly's nention of Alreldep brought back to Todd the full memory of his
ship's passage into the interdicted zone around Hrrilnorr, and the fact
that two weeks had gone by and there hadn't been the | east hint that
their "rescue' had been recorded, or even nmentioned to the Treaty
Counci | .

He would be interested to know if she had heard any runors: especially
one that m ght suggest the beacon had been planted by factions

unsynpathetic to the Doona Experinment. This was not the time to bring
up such a sensitive topic. R ders needed their wits about themin the
Hunt. Plenty of tine to take her aside and get her reactions |ater on

"That medical kit been renewed | ately?" Todd asked her, nodding at the
roll neatly strapped to the cantle.

"You bet. Mke made it up special,' and Kelly gave hima wy sideways
gl ance, "in case you fall off again!" Todd snorted. "And when was the
last time you saw ne fall off?" he demanded in nock outrage.

"You have two to your credit,' Hrriss said, his eyes narrowing slyly.
"Did not Ken say it takes thrrree falls to make a rider?" Todd | aughed
and patted his sides tenderly.
"More like two hundred, friends." The rest of Team One began to cl ose up
to the | eaders. Two nore old friends, Hrin and Errala, fromone of the
di stant Rralan villages, rode up behind and greeted them happily. The
three shook hands with the Hrruban mates. Todd checked them off his
list.

Places in the teanms were always reserved for friends and friends of
friends. The prestigious first six Hunter teans had to open further to
adm t high powered guests whose inexperience sonetimnmes tested the
experience and skill of their hosts. But their presence nmeant a healthy
contribution to the success of the Hunt and thus had to be tol erated.

Hrrubans and Humans in equal numbers joined the ride every year.



Though Hrrubans required slight alterations to the standard saddle to
accommodate the difference in their skeletal structure, they were keen
on any opportunity to ride their beloved hrrsses. Ccelots, gifts to the
Rral ans fromtheir Human friends, prow ed al ongside their masters
mounts, waiting for the signal t9 go. The spotted hunting cats were
anong the few animals that were fearless in the presence of snakes, and
kept down ot her pests that troubled the settlenents. The nore skillful
working in teanms of four or five, even brought down young snakes and
killed them

Hrrula skillfully guided his horse to join theirs, followed by the rest
of Team Two. The sudden crowd caused Hrriss's two pet ocelots, Prem and
Mehh, to go on guard. He swung off his nount to soothe them

Hrriss found that he did not recognize nost of the Hrrubans who made up
Team Two.

They were undoubtedly visitors, probably fromthe new col ony worl ds.
Hrrubans who lived on Rrala did not have such a wild, predatory | ook

when di scussing the Hunt, and those who still lived on Hruba were
revolted by the thought of slaying fresh nmeat. Though understandably
excited about the pursuit and kill, Rralans were nore concerned with

staying alive throughout the Hunt. Hrriss calmed Prem who seened to
have caught his agitation. The fierce little cats had been a gift from
Todd and had al ready proved thenselves in battle with the snakes. It
seened they were as eager as he was to confront them again.

Each team | eader checked in with Todd as soon as he or she arrived in
Assenbly Square. |nessa, Todd's younger sister, hailed themfrom Team
Six, waving a throwing stick. Hrriss poked his friend in the el bow and
pointed to Inessa. They both waved.

Since their older sister, Ilsa, had narried and returned to Earth,
I nessa and her two younger brothers, Dan and Robin, took it in turns
every year to ride with the Hunt or help guard the fanmly ranch

Hrriss, the only offspring of his parents, used to envy Todd his nany
siblings until he found that they regarded himas an extension of Todd.

Suddenly Todd groaned. "WIIl you | ook at that?

Spare me!" He tossed his head in the direction of the Assenbly Hall, to
their left.

hediently Hrriss and Kelly glanced that way.

From t he doorway, a young man swaggered out wearing the very latest in
hunti ng pinks, and boots that had to have cost the equival ent of
starfare between Earth and Proxima Centauri. He swuing a six-foot |ength
of polished wood between his fingers.

"Don't they ever read the advisories we send out on what kind of
protective clothing to wear for rough riding?" Todd said in a | ow but
di sgusted tone.

"But, Todd, he's trying. | heard himtell nme that he researched both
hunting garb and pol o accoutrenments and decided on this conpronise as
bei ng appropriate,' Kelly said, her eyes brimmng with devil ment.



"I heard himevery nealtinme, in fact."

"And you didn't warn hinP" Todd shot her an aggrieved gl ance.
"What?  And ruin our fun?"

"He was on the ssshuttle with you?" Hrriss asked.

"Indeed, and at my table. That, dear hearts,' Kelly said, anused,
sitting back in her saddle to watch their expressions, "is Jilaney
Landreau, Spacedep's nephew. He's harmless.” I'll give you any odds,
Kelly dear old thing, that he's going to be trouble for whatever Team
he's on,' Todd said, sumrng up the stranger with a practiced eye, as
Jilanmey mounted the horse chosen for himw th a nodi cum of experti se,

t hough the quarterstaff proved an i medi ate encunbrance. "I don't like
the stable he conmes from™

"It is not the stable he cones fromthat should concern us, Zodd,"'
Hrriss assured him his eyes glinting mischievously, "and his trouble
will be in conzrolling his hrrss. He will not be in our way."

"Ah, but he said he's on Team One,' Kelly replied, delighted at the
shock on Todd's face.

He funbled for the Teamlist in his pocket. "I've got a J.
Ladrulo. . . On, no."

"I wondered at himbeing on Team One,' Kelly said, her face full of

m schief. "l thought you knew what you were doing. However, don't
worry about him [|'Il rmake himny responsibility. | owe hima couple."
Now her eyes took on a gleamsimilar to Hrriss's, her expression bland.
"For aspersions cast |ike bread upon the surface of our table.™

"You're m xi ng netaphors again,' Todd said, ready for the banter they
al ways enjoyed. "Didn't they teach you anything useful at Alrel dep?"

"How to manage little men like Jilanmey, sweetheart,' she said, giving
hima coy and insincere snirk

But she sighed as Jilaney urged his aninmal over to Todd and Hrriss.

He threw them a jaunty salute and banged the quarterstaff painfully
agai nst his knee. The horse snorted, flicking an ear at such an unusua
appendage. ""Lo, Kelly. Didn't think I'd have the pleasure of your
conpany so soon again, nuch less with Team One. Jilaney Landreau, at
your service.

Nearly m ssed ny chance-shuttle was late. |'ve heard all about your

| ocal menace. Read up on the subject, too. |'mexpecting great things
of this day.

| want to catch a really big snake. |'massured that you're the best.

My friends'-he threw a sly gl ance over his shoulder at his ship

conpani ons-' could only get on Teams Three and Four." And why he wasn't
with them instead of conplicating Team One, Kelly did not know She'd
have a small talk with the village elders later, she assured herself.

Punctiliously, she introduced Todd, Hrriss, Hrin, and Errala to
Jilanmey. At |east he had enough nmanners not to gawk at the Hrrubans.



"Landreau, you say?" Todd asked with cool courtesy. "Not any relation
to Admiral Landreau, by any chance?"

"The Admiral's ny uncle.
That's why | got on your team" Jilaney grinned am ably.
"Isss zat so?" Hrriss said, taking up Todd' s | ead.

"I find it amazing that he would perrnmit one of his kin to take parrt in
a Snake Hunt."

"Why not?" Jil aney appeared surprised.
"Supposed to be the best hunting available.™
"The Admiral told you that?"

"He didn't need to. Everyone knows that, Jilamey ingenuously assured
t hem

The three old friends exchanged gl ances. The boy coul dn't possibly be
so naive. O was it sinply that no one had ever dared tell himhow his
uncle was |linked with the Doonan snakes? Quite possibly.

The settlers had escaped Landreau's attenpt to di spose of witnesses to
his humliation by driving a swarm of snakes down on the barn where he
had i nprisoned the colonists. He had never returned to Doona, nor would
he have been wel cone. It was amazi ng enough that his nephew had been
allowed to come. However, now that Landreau was head of Spacedep, in
charge of space exploration and defense, he was al so not someone to

ant agoni ze. |If his nephew had inveigled a place on Team One, there
m ght be reasons not yet known to Todd and Hrriss. But it galled Todd
to have to protect a Landreau from snakes. Inwardly he also wi nced at

the comrents likely being made by other teans about Team One.
"Read up on the Hunt, you say?" Todd asked.

"Everything |I could find about the great snakes of Doona,' Jilaney
replied, grinning at everyone.

Could the fell ow Todd pegged himat the midtwenties-really be so naive?
O was he disguising a covert assignment for his uncle with this
behavi or ?

"Team One is only one of many, then, you realize. There are dozens of
teans,' and Todd gestured broadly to the various groups around the
village green, awaiting the reports of Sighters.

"Each team supports each other ." Jilanmey nodded his head as Todd nade
each point. " and we nmay be called upon to break off and go to
anot her team s assistance if they're in trouble.”

"But Team One takes the nost chances, doesn't it?" And Jil aney | ooked
anxi ous.

"Always,' Hrriss assured him "You will have the best of sporrrt wth
us!"™ H s eyes glistened.



A Sighter's craft suddenly appeared and made an al nost i nmpossi bl e swing
to land in front of the Assenbly Hall in a cloud of dust. The pilot
| eaned out of a hastily opened w ndow.

"We've spotted the main swarm They're starting to come out of the

hat chi ng ground! Shoul d be due east of here in two, three hours at the
nmost. We've left watchers with handsets in the brush along the way."
The announcenent charged the atnosphere with eager anticipation

Only the uninitiated shouted and whirled their horses in glee at the
com ng test of courage. Todd and Hrriss trotted their horses over to
t he man, demanding details. The snakes could nmove along with
unbel i evabl e speeds. The best way to mnimze the danger to |ivestock
and Human was to intercept the swarns as far to the north of the main
settlenents as possible.

Don and Jan, a husband and wife fromone of the Amal ganated Wrl ds
col oni es, gall oped across the village green, slow ng only when near the
sl ed.

"I was afraid we wouldn't nake it,' Jan panted
"W rode all the way fromthe Launch Center."

"Your timng's as good as ever,' Todd said. The pair were good friends
to Doona. "W're just getting ready to go. You haven't m ssed a
thing." Don and Jan had nmoved up steadily fromthe other teans over the
years, and were genui ne assets to Team One. A sl ender woman woven out
of ~\p~~, Jan was a fine rider who had worked with the rare horses on
Earth, and also a skilled hand with lasso. Don had keen vision, and was
a dead shot with a rifle. Wth their arrival, Team One's conpl enent was
filled. To Todd's relief, there were no nore duffers assigned to them

Team | eaders nmade their way to preassigned positions, nmarked out on the
maps Hrriss had distributed the night before. Transmitters of

f eat her wei ght Hrruban desi gn were now being handed out to riders. |If
anyone becane lost or injured, he or she was to call for help

i mediately. No place could be guaranteed as safe from adol escent
snakes.

"I don't want to carry a radio set,' Jilamey conpl ai ned when he was
handed his unit.

"I't doesn't weigh nuch,' Kelly said, snapping hers to a belt hook

"But | don't wear a belt with this garb. It spoils the sit of the
jacket. I'malready wearing this silly safety helnet."

"M. Landreau,' Todd said, resisting an inpulse to tell the young foo
simply to belt up and go horme, "the transmitter is not elective wear.
It could mean your life, or the safety of others." Could Landreau have
deliberately planted this inbecile in the hopes that he'd be killed and
the Adm ral could bl ame Doonans? Todd shook his head. That was too
farfetched. He pointed a finger at Jilaney.

"When you asked to hunt, you also signed an agreenent, did you not, that
you woul d abi de by our rules?" Startled, Jilaney nodded. "If the sit of
your jacket means nore to you than your life, and others in this team

you don't have to wear the radio." Jilamey brightened. "But you'll have



to stay in one of the snake blinds until it's over."

"Not a chance!" Jilaney protested, his eyes opening wide as he finally
realized that Todd neant exactly what he said. "OCh, all right. | don't
see what all the fuss is, anyway." Wth ill grace, he slung the
transmitter belt bandol ero-style across his chest.

The giant reptiles of Doona nade their way to spawni ng grounds on the
pl ai ns once a year, but for some reason returned fromthe sea along the
river.

They were fearsome to behold one at a tinme, but when they swarned, as
they did during this season, it was a sight beyond terror. The |argest
ones, "Great Big Mormy Snakes' in Doonan parlance, were the stuff of
canpfire stories to terrify small brothers and sisters on noonl ess
nights. The nost horrifying thing about the stories was that they were
true. The snakes could reach lengths of twenty meters, with maws t hat
could ingest a full-grown horse. Their snooth-nuscl ed bodies were as

| arge as tree trunks and covered by tough protective scal es.

Fortunately the snakes were not invincible.

Bi ol ogi sts had argunents over whether or not the snake stench stunned
smal l er creatures. O whether, after all, the snakes were smart enough
to hunt upwi nd of their intended prey. The young snakes, the
two-year-olds, making their first return trip to the plains, were the
nost dangerous, because they weren't canny enough to avoid trouble.

The small ones were only small by conparison

Even in their second year, they neasured three nmeters, usually nore. The
conbi nati on of their youthful energy and inexperience and their pangs of
wi | d hunger made them deadly adversaries. A young snake could bring
down one of the fierce ndas all by itself. Waker aninmals were snapped
up as tidbits.

Doonans and Rral ans had the advantage of knowing their terrain, the
horses they rode, and of having w tnessed many Hunts. But for

outworl ders who arrived with nore bravado than training, the objective
could be fatal. The prey was tricky and very dangerous. The contest
was even wei ghted somewhat on the side of the young snakes. After all
none of the Hunters were five meters |long and nuscled in every inch

Then some wit decided to add an extra fillip, awarding "coup' points for
using the | east technol ogy or hardware possible in making the capture.

Every year, a few of the woul d-be heroes got hurt while trying to
capture a young snake that was too big or too wily. Todd didn't
remenber who had started the newest nonsense, but it had come to be a
bi g headache for himand the other Hunt team | eaders. He synpathized
bel atedly with the original masters, who had been in charge when he
passed the adul thood ritual hinmself years before. He had pulled off a
hi ghly pointed coup by using a firehardened | ance and a garrote to
finish off the snake, and carried hone nore eggs than anyone el se that
year.

Every ranch had its own defenders, well prepared w th bazookas, rifles,
even shoul dermounted mssiles to discourage reptiloid invasions.

It was preferable to deter entry rather than kill



Sone said that snakes remenbered where they'd been defl ected and stayed
away.

The snake stench was fierce along the river enbanknment, where the snakes
had passed on their way to the spawni ng ground. The Appal oosa nare
roll ed her eyes and twi tched, but showed none of the other signs of
hysteria displayed by the younger nounts. Kelly patted her neck and
settled into the confortable saddle. Kelly favored the style invented
by the gauchos of old Earth, which protected rider fromhorse wth

| ayers of soft paddi ng between each and the saddle frame. The fluffy
sheepski n which Kelly bestrode on top of all made the contraption | ook
heavy and ridiculous. In reality, it was lighter than nost | eather
saddl es, and held her so snugly it was al nbst inpossible for her to fal
of f. She was grateful for her choice, feeling her tail bones where she
had | ost her saddle call uses.

If she rode a day on | eather now, after four years' absence, she'd be
crippled for a week. Chaps, like the ones worn by Todd and nost of the
other Hunters, protected her legs fromtrees and scrub

Fast ened by her knees, she had two small crossbows, | oaded with the
safety catches on, and half a gross of quarrels, sonme of them expl osive

She al so had a spear with a crosspiece for protecting her hand at close
quarters, and the traditional paint-capsule gun for marking troubl esone
snakes she couldn't reach, for the next teams to pick out.

Kelly noticed that Jilanmey had an al nost daintyl ooki ng sl ug-throw ng
revol ver slung on the horn as well as a nunmber of the approved weapons
and that cunbersone quarterstaff. dicking her tongue at his naivete
Kelly smiled. Wit until he saw one of the Great Big Momy Snakes. His
pi stol would do no nore harmthan flicking sand at a | evi at han woul d.

They passed one of the snake blinds that |lay next to the path.

The reek of the citrus perfune, like citronella, was powerful enough to
divert Humans as well as snakes. Kelly was glad to see that the newer
snake blinds were situated close to thick, clinbable trees.

If one of the Hunters got hurt, there was a quick haven avail abl e.
Above them Saddle Ridge was nearly invisible through the trees.

As soon as they reached a | andmark rock, they turned inland away from
the river path and cut through the forest into hilly grasslands.

Todd was | eading themup as close as possible to the dunes w t hout
breaki ng cover. Once the snakes finished |aying their eggs, they headed
in whatever direction they thought Ied to food on the way back to their
territories. The job of the teanms was to cut off their other options,
riding al ongside the bulk of the snake swarm guiding it back to the sea
wi thout giving it a chance to stop.

"The safest thing,' Todd rem nded the guests, "is to expedite the
snakes' passage. There's plenty for themto eat in the water. W try
not to kill the snakes that are willing to go peacefully. W want the
wi | d young ones that endanger other creatures.

It'Il be easy to pick out the rogues and mark themif we run with them



W have to keep our distance fromthe main group, though, or they'l

just gang up on us and eat us all." Kelly could al nost have repeated his
speech word for word. It was the sane one he had been giving for years.
She smiled inpishly at his back, which he held straight in the saddle,
wonderi ng what he would do if she chimed in.

She was fond of Todd, and equally fond of Hrriss. O course it was
nearly inpossible to think of one without the other, they were so

i nseparable. A pity. She couldn't help but think that their united
front was what had kept both of themsingle all these years.

Ahead of them a streak of brown and gray as quick as a blink broke out

of the undergrowth and showed them a patterned back. Jilaney let out a
yell, and Errala junped, making her horse dance back out of the way. The
snake, a tiddler at four neters, seened just as surprised to see them

It doubled in its own I ength and scooted back into the brush.

"That one is afraid of us,' Hriss said, holding up a hand to forestal
pursuit. "It may already have eaten, or it has |earned discretion in
the | ast years."

"I always like a Hunt that begins wyth a well-fed one,' Jan said grimy,
cal ming her nount. The radio crackled into life: Teanms Six and Seven
were in pursuit of snakes that had |l eft the spawning grounds in the
opposite direction, but the majority were com ng Team One's way.

More snakes followed the first one, but these attenpted to slither past
t he horses without stopping. The snakes were normally solitary
creatures, but at this particular nonent of their life cycle, they did
seemto understand safety in nunbers.

When pressed too closely, they split up and headed in severa

directions, hoping to elude pursuit. The teamforned a wall with spears
and flashing lights, heading off snakes and scaring theminto the
direction they wanted themto go. The Hunters and Beaters stationed

al ong the way woul d repeat the actions, keep them noving toward the
river route.

Suddenly a Momy Snake, not one of the GBMSs, but still nore than
respectable in size, appeared between the outcroppings of rock. It was
foll owed by a swarm of smaller snakes that quickly outdistanced it.

Yelling into his radio, Todd wheeled his horse after them and ki cked the
animal to a canter. "W got sone biggies on the road!" The others
followed, falling into position behind him The team fornmed a cordon
along the front edge of the swarm following it downstreaminto the
trees, keeping it contained with pain and noi se.

Wth the blunt end of spears, flashguns, whips, even broons, they
pushed, prodded, and drove the snakes back into line. The Hunters had
to stay spread out, since their quarry ran anywhere between tw ce a
man's height in length and fifteen meters long. A single snake could
endanger several riders. Sonewhere behind them as the stream of
reptil es advanced forward, Teams Two, Three, and Four were joining the
wal | of Hunters. The river acted as a natural barrier on the other
side, saving manpower. Still nore teans were spotted in the forests and
meadows, driving stragglers that broke out between the teans where the
Beaters' threshers couldn't go.

"Now we ride theminto the sea,' Jilanmey crowed, brandishing the staff



above his head |ike an Anerind he nust have seen in the Archive
Pi ctures.

"It is not that easy,' Kelly yelled back, |osing her conposure at |ast.
Real |y, Jilamey was just begging to be killed. O thrown. His nount
really didn't like all that brandishing.

A tiddler, probably returning fromits first spawni ng, catching the
scent of the lathered mare, slithered toward her with amazi ng speed.
Calypso saw it com ng and swapped ends to buck, |ashing her hind feet
out at it. Kelly hung on. Calypso m ght be accustomed to the stink but
she retaliated in proper equine fashion to the direct assault.

Landreau, thinking he was being heroic, spurred his nmount toward it and
slamed the staff down on its nose. Abruptly his horse ran backward as
the tiddler reared up, ready to lunge forward, jaws w de and eager to
swal | ow horse and rider in one gulp.

Cursing Landreau and her horse in one breath, Kelly swung Cal ypso about
with the strength of her |egs alone and | evel ed one of her crossbows at
the predator. The snake was all bunched to strike when Kelly discharged
the bolt. She'd | ost none of her marksmanship in her four years away.
The quarrel struck right through the creature's forehead. Sheer
nmonent um kept the snake noving toward its prey while Jilamey's terrified
nmount managed i ncredi bl e speed backward until it was jarred to a halt by
atree. Then, with a squeal of fear, the horse junped off its hocks to
one side and took off in a panicked run, Jilaney clinging desperately to
hi s saddl e.

Then the tiddler fell sideways, a wavy line that quickly disappeared
under the mass of snakes. No doubt one of the other reptiles would stop
and eat the corpse while it was still twtching.

Team Two or Three would have to deal with it.

Kel ly and Cal ypso resuned their position as they passed one of the pairs
of margin Hunters, who waved thema salute with spear and flashgun. They
were positioned well, on a small natural upthrust of rock overl ooking
the well-worn river path. The snakes disappeared fromKelly's view
briefly as the Hunters | ooped around the far side of the ridge and the
snakes followed their own old road. It was to th Hunters' advantage
that their quarry preferred to slither on snmooth dirt and stone rather
than over the uneven floor of the jungle. Kelly guided Cal ypso anong
the huge, ridged rla trees, keeping her eye on the young snakes. Before
and behind her, flashguns popped, distracting the snakes who ni ght break
out of line.

Snarling yips and grow s erupted behind them amd the sound of two
horses whi nnying in fear.

Kelly risked a quick glance over her shoulder. One of the bigger
reptiles was com ng up behind them followed by a pair of horses
crashi ng through the undergrowth. Two of the Hrruban visitors from Team
Two had earnmarked a Mommy Snake and were riding it down, w thout regard
for the organization of the Hunt or their own safety. They wore only
their equi pnment belts and helnmets, without a stitch of clothing over
their furred linbs and tails to protect against the branches whi pping at
t hem

Their quarry had slipped out of line and was now on the outside of the



Hunters' cordon. The experienced riders in Team One knew that the snake
was only waiting to get far enough ahead of its pursuers to turn about
and strike. Hrrubans had superlatively fast reflexes, but they were
slow as falling snowfl akes conpared with the teeth and coils of a Monmy
Snake. Only experience countered speed.

The snake was tiring. The species was made for sprinting and quick
striking, not |ong-distance runs, and it had recently laid its eggs. The
Hrrubans had probably surprised it coming directly off the hot sands

t hrough the narrow gap. It was in search of a wider place werc it
could make a stand. Kelly didn't like the situation she could see
devel opi ng.

Couldn't the Hrrubans see that those neter-w de jaws coul d engul f one or
both of then®

Todd turned his head and exchanged gl ances with Hriss. The Hrruban
abruptly edged his horse out of the line and slipped between and ahead
of the two endangered Hunters. Kelly was sure she hadn't seen either
one of the leaders lift his radio.

It was this sort of instantaneous cooperation which gave themtheir
reputation for telepathy. Todd raised his rifle to his shoul der and
fired.

He was using an explosive shell. The shot went off against the ground
in front of the Momry Snake. It slid to a rapid halt in a heap of coils
to see what had kicked up the dirt just as Hrriss gathered hinmself in
hi s saddl e and sprang.

It was an amazing |leap. He |landed on the back of the snake's neck. Its
head went up to dislodge him but he had sunk in his claws, the

advant age Hrrubans had over Hayumans. Kelly judged the creature to be a
good fifteen meters |long, and the snapping teeth were as |long as her
hand. The Hrruban woul d be just a nouthful if he slipped.

Wth one strong armand his prehensile tail wound around the snake to
hold on, Hrriss took the knife fromhis belt. The snake was unable to
reach himwith its teeth, but it had mles of muscled coils upon which
it could call. 1t bucked and twisted, trying to dislodge him A length
of tail snapped around Hrriss's | eg and squeezed. The Hrruban let out a
snarl of pain and hung on. Kelly cane level with him then rode past
him | ooking over her shoulder in horror. She found she was riding next
to Todd, who had sl owed down.

"I'"m going back,' Todd called, wheeling his horse. "Keep the line in
order."

"Right! Quick kill, Todd,' Kelly replied. She turned her eyes forward.
Behi nd her, she could hear Todd barking directions to the other two
Hrrubans on how to attack the snake wi thout further endangering Hrriss.

Jan and Don had spread out to nake up for the shortage in personnel. Don
was on the radio to the other teans, keeping track of the stragglers who
strayed out of the cordon. He waved encouragenent to Kelly, as did the
ot her two nenbers of Team One. Then Jilanmey drew | evel with her,
babbl i ng somet hing, his sweaty face red with excitenent. Did she think
he needed to help Hiriss and Todd? |diot!

She waved himon, to fill in the line behind Don. She lifted her radio



to her ear and picked up field coordination where Todd had left off.

He and Hrriss were already out of sight. They'd handl e the Momry: they
were clever Hunters.

Todd gal | oped his horse back to where the Monmy Shake coil ed and
withed, trying to dislodge Hriss. Hrriss's nowriderless horse,
cannoni ng between the others, had scattered the two strange Hrrubans
mounts in opposite directions, keeping themfromreaching the Momy
Snake's open maw, and probably saving their l|ives, though the ungrateful
Hunters would be unlikely to realize it.

Hrriss clung to the nape of the great reptile's neck, even though his
| eg had to be paining him

Repeated thrusts of his knife blade were scattering drops of ichor as
the snake flung its head fromside to side, trying to get rid of the
agoni zing pest on its back. Hrriss kept on striking powerful blows but
t he snake al nbost seened to anticipate his targets and he hadn't hit
anything vital yet. The blade bit again.

The great length of the snake coiled and withed in fury. The two
Hrrubans who were responsible for this disaster controlled their
hysterical horses at a distance fromthe giant reptile, watching Hrriss,
clearly not knowi ng what to do. Todd cursed. The Hunt was agai nst

killing any of the wildlife that hadn't gone rogue. Once one had gone
berserk, the Doonans had no choice but to kill it to save their own
lives. 1t was just like these senseless strangers to incite one to

termnal frenzy and then sit back to watch the fun. No, that was
unfair-they really didn't know what one of these snakes was capabl e of.
But that wouldn't help his friend.

By nw, Hrriss's two ocelots had joined the battle, tearing at the
snake's sides to help their naster. Long gouges were ripped fromthe
skin, oozing ichor that was churning dirt into a hideously viscous mud.

The snake bent its powerful neck to try and bite at the two little pests
on the ground, but as it bent for one, the other would rake at it from
the other side, turning its attention away.

Recogni zing that he was unlikely to get a clear shot at the head of the
furiously thrashing snake, Todd put up his rifle and reached for the

| asso. He began whirling the rope juSt above Gypsy's head, keeping the
noose small enough so as not to tangle in the branches above him

Despite his care the rope snagged on a bush and he had to start over.

Shouts alerted himthat Team Two was closing in on them follow ng the
next flux of snakes very near to the river path. CQut of the corner of
his eye, Todd could see that one of the riders had his own rope circling
above his head, just shy of the canopy of |eaves. Hrula shouted to
show he was ready.

Hrriss ducked as | ow as he could go agai nst the snake's back w t hout
flinging hinmself into its coils.

Teeth gritted, Todd gave the signal, and both of themthrew at once. As
soon as the other man's noose dropped over the snake's head, he yanked
back on his horse's reins, causing the animal to dig in its hooves in
the soft nold and pull the rope taut.



Todd pul l ed back, too, and the snake fought between the two |ines,

unable to reach either of its mounted tornmentors. Struggling wldly,
the snake released Hrriss's foot. The Hrruban grabbed hold of one of
the ropes with a clawed hand and sl ashed repeatedly at the reptile's

throat with his blade. It flung |oops of itself forward to protect its
vul nerabl e undefl aw but not soon enough. Too nuch damage had been done
by Hriss's blade. |Its loops |lost strength and its head hung in the

nooses, dyi ng.

One of the strange Hrrubans, evidently deciding that the danger was
over, rode forward and plunged his spear through one of the snake's eyes
into its brain. The withing of the coils becanme nore frenzied, and
gradually died into infinitesimal twitches. Todd let his rope drop
slack and started to gather in the lengths, urging his horse forward
with his knees.

The Hrruban visitor's triunmphant cry echoed through the forest.

"I have killed the great one!" he crowed, flexing his claws over his
head.

"The kill is Hriss's,' Todd said flatly. Hrriss was beginning to clinb
free. Todd swung off his horse to help himto his feet. Hrriss
signall ed that he was not seriously hurt, though he was favoring the

| eg.

"I'f he had not acted when he did, the results m ght have been very
serious for you." On Hrrula's hissed orders, a Team Two rider went off
into the brush to retrieve Hriss's horse.

He reappeared shortly, leading Hrriss's Rrhee, then rode off to rejoin
his own team now far ahead in the jungle. Hrriss spoke softly to calm
the ocelots, mad with bl oodl ust, who were still tearing at the twtching
corpse of the snake.

"But | plunged the spear through its brain! 1t is dead, by ny hand.
claimthe kill," the visitor insisted.

Todd let his eyes neet those of the strange Hrruban. The visitor
possessed a very broad back stripe, indicating that he held a position
of rank in Hrruban society.

"Wth the greatest of respect,' Todd said, dropping into full formal

Hr ruban which forced himto suppress the fury he felt, "there can be no
doubt that the creature was already dying when you rode forward." The
broad stripe was sonmewhat taken aback by his host's use of the formal

| anguage. Since that was used only during events of the greatest

i nportance, it was ingrained in the Hruban not to disagree with the
speaker w thout considerabl e forethought.

Hrrula, an old ally of Todd's, waited silently nearby.

"Perhaps we will discuss the matter later,' Todd said politely,
gesturing to the Team Two | eader.

"W nust conplete the Hunt. Tinme is pressing.”

"Quite right, honored guests,' Hrrula said, having slathered the snake
sl ashes and scal e pinches with vrrela salve. "Wth your perm ssion



zQdd Rrev, we nmust catch up with our team W are needed." Before the
strangers could protest, the Hrruban grabbed the rein of one of the
horses and pulled it after him The aninal obediently followed the |ead
nmount .

In a nmoment, all three of them were out of sight.
Todd nmounted up again. He sent a concerned glance toward Hrriss.

"There's a snake blind only a hundred neters ahead, if you need a rest."
"I amall right," Hrriss assured him "Truly. There is no real damage
The circulation will return to the leg in a short tine. It could have
been worse.

"Coul d have been nuch worse,' Todd said. Then, with a wi cked grin, he
added, "It could have been your tail!"

"Team Three | eavi ng the spawni ng grounds,' his radi o announced. "They're
nmovi ng slow this year.

Vic just herded a couple of tiddlers that were trying to | eave the
grounds fromthe wong side. Look out for "em They're mad."

"Fardles !'" Todd put his heels to his horse. Hrriss's episode had taken
only a few mnutes fromstart to finish.

The sound of hoof beats poundi ng up behind her nmade Kelly sw vel about in
concern. One, no, two horses returning. She relaxed and smiled as Todd
and Hrriss passed her.

"Hrriss did it in!'" Todd called. Hrriss was leaning to the right,
obviously favoring his left leg. "Good kill. Mmy Snake! Fifteen and
a half neters or I'Il eat it. But he'd better not get a big head, or he
won't get through the trees!"”

"You're lucky to be alive,' Kelly said to Hriss, at the same tine
pulling a face at Todd. "That was a nmagnificent tackle! | hope those
two Hrrubans realize you saved their lives."

"Those foolish ones were made to understand that by Zodd,' Hrriss
assured her, his tail tip lashing to one side of his saddle.

The ot hers cheered and shouted encouragenent to himas he resuned his
place in the line. Todd noved ahead and raised his radio on high as a
signal to nmove out. Kelly told the other team | eaders that Todd was in
charge again and clipped her own box to her belt.

They were nmoving swiftly up on the nost dangerous part of the Hunt. The
team was about to | eave the jungle and nove out on featurel ess

grassl ands. Wthout the trees to restrict them the snakes often
attenpted to escape fromtheir shepherds and go in search of |andbound
food. The task of keeping the swarmtogether the rest of the way was
made nore difficult by the [ocal |andowner

Twenty-five years ago, when the Treaty all owed nmore Humans in, to match
t he Hrruban popul ati on, Codep had added four famlies to the origina
eleven in the First Village. The Boncyks were one of those four. In
spite of warnings fromthe established col onists that the snakes used
this area as a thoroughfare twice a year, Wayne clained the fertile
plain not far fromthe marsh for his famly's holdings. On top of that



di sregard for |local wi sdom the Boncyks conpounded their problenms by
runni ng herds of cattle and teams of pigs, China and Poland. Naturally
t he snakes, especially the hungry tiddlers, found the snell of live neat
irresistible.

The | arger ones, with the | arger hungers, would go berserk if the w nd
shifted to tantalize themw th the odor of edibles.

To prevent whol esal e sl aughter, this was when the teans had to be npst
alert. The Hunters were already tired. Fortunately the snakes were
wearing out, too, but they became nore cantankerous and tricksy.

Once the tantalizing Boncyk farm ands were past, the salt nmarshes were
not far, and once the snakes reached them they would disperse while the
teans remai ned on guard to drive back any who m ght decide to return to
dry land-and fat cows and pigs. When the [ast of the snakes were back
in the salt marshes, hunting the rodents, waddl ers, waders, and other
such tidbits, the Hunt woul d be decl ared over and the triunphant teans
woul d return to the village conmmon, except for the skeleton force that
remai ned on guard until the next norning.

Jilanmey had had his eye on a pair of young adol escent snakes al npst
since he rejoined the run

Wth the bare treetops of the marsh wood in sight, he was going to have
to nove quickly to capture his quarries before they vanished into the
fetid waters.

Kel | y wat ched hi m measuring the distance to the edge of the marsh.

Wth a now or-never expression on his face, Landreau spurred his horse
toward the pair. He had his quarterstaff well balanced in his right
hand, confident that he could knock the snakes on their blunt skulls,
stunning them and secure them alive.

In theory, it was a good idea. However, it failed utterly to take into
account the nature of snakes.

As soon as Jilaney thunped one of the fleeing tiddlers in the back of
the head with the heavy staff, it turned. As quickly as patterned

i ghtning grounding through a rod, the snake swarnmed up the
quarterstaff, hissing furiously. 1t wapped its wistthick coils around
Jilanmey's armand struck at him

The I ong, white teeth snapped on nothing as the youth ducked and
thrashed at his assail ant.

Letti ng her crossbow dangle, Kelly drew her knife and ki cked Cal ypso to
the rescue. The snake struck again, this tine penetrating flesh. Wth
a screech that ascended into the soprano register, Jilaney warded off
the snake and started clubbing the reptile over the head with the butt
of his little gun, which he had grabbed in desperation

To the surprise of those observing the fracas, the snake dropped |inp
across the saddl ebow. In the berserk frenzy of panic, Jilaney kept
battering the twitching body even after the others had called to himto
st op.

"Now, don't that beat all!" Don exclainmed, |aughing. "That mcro-sized
popgun did sone good, after all!"



"Well, gather himup before he slides off your lap!" Kelly ordered
Jilanmey, reining in next to himand expertly digging her fingers for a
firmhold on the slippery scales. Wth her free hand, she funbled for a
snake bag and passed it over. "I don't think you renenbered one of
these. Cramit in and be sure you tie the neck of the sack as tight as
possi bl e.

They' ve been known to wiggle free if they' ve any space.”

"I didit, didn't 1? | captured one!" Jilaney's red face was now
suffused with incredul ous triunph and his voice broke a bit on the
"captured.”

"If you renmenber to get it in the bag,' Hrin called, teeth show ng
under his feathery brown noustache. Although excitenment made his hands
shake, Jilanmey managed to stuff the |linply uncooperative and slithery
coils of snake into the bag and securely fastened the tie.

"Congratul ati ons.
You' re hal f-way there!" Hrrin added.

Still holding the bag, Jilanmey | ooked about him not certain what to do
with his prize. Jan took pity on himand hel ped himsecure it to the
saddl e on rings enbedded in the saddle tree for just such a purpose.
Eyes shining, Jilanmey galloped to rejoin Team One. Jan followed nore
sedately, an indulgent grin on her face.

Just inside the boundaries of his ranch, Wayne sat on his horse, flanked
by his wife, Anne, and their el dest son. Nearby, on a pair of nervously
curvetting horses, were Wayne's guests for the Hunt, a couple fromthe
Hrruban hone worl d.

They were all armed with crossbows with expl osive quarrels, ready to
deal with any reptiles escaping fromthe cordon. The younger Boncyk
hefted a bazooka on his right shoul der while his horse shifted under
him trying to balance itself against the weight. Wyne posed anot her
problemto the teans: he was a notoriously bad shot. He had a tendency
to detonate the ground right in front of a Hunter's horse nore often
than the snake it was pursuing. Todd s horse had been spooked by one of
Wayne' s bombs the year before, dunping himin the pigpens, so he kept
one wary eye on the stockman as they passed him

Kelly could feel the wind shifting as they came up the hill. That was
the worst thing that could happen. Instead of a followi ng breeze that
swirled the heady snake nmusk around them a new stench filled the air,
as potent as snake, blindingly putrid as well as sickly sweet.

"Faugh,' Kelly said, averting her head and wondering if it would do any
good to jerk her scarf over her nose.

"Ch, no,' Todd groaned. "Pig air!"™ Not only pig was in the air but also
t he del ectabl e aroma of livestock, blown directly fromthe Boncyk herds
and teans into the noses of ravenous snakes.

In a maneuver as planned as a dress parade, the snakes turned, a great
river of rippling, |eafpatterned hide across the Hunters' cordon
rolling uphill toward the farmbuildings. Wth no river, hill, or wood
bet ween t he snake thoroughfare and the farm there were no barriers to



defl ect the snakes' inexorable approach

The nonent the pig stink came his way, Todd called for the Sighter
crafts to pick up Lures and nake a drop near the marsh in an attenpt to
divert the main bulk of the reptiles. Then he called for any avail abl e
Beaters and Hunters. The teanms spread thensel ves out across the field
to try and contain the flow and regain control. Kelly could hear the
screaming farmanimals, their cries reaching up the scale to pure panic.
They seemed to sense their danger despite the shift of the wind.

Boars night have stood and faced the reptiles, but not the gentler China
and Pol and pigs who were milling about their sturdy pens with no refuge
fromthe approaching nenaces. Even if the pressure of the terrified

ani mal s broke down the pen bars, they hadn't the speed to outrun snakes.
The only hope of saving themwas to head the snakes off again, with ful
firepower if need be, before they reached the pens.

"Stop them " Boncyk called, galloping up, waving his crossbow.

"M pigs!”

"Damit, Wayne, you've been told year after year to get those pigs out
of here before spawni ng season!" Don snapped.

"The sows are farrowing this nonth! |1 can't nove them when they're
birthing; they're too set in their ways."

"They're not the only ones,' Don grunbled under his breath, but Kelly
heard hi m and gri nned.

The stockman and his retinue galloped after Team One, harangui ng Todd
all the way. Todd had one object in mnd: to stand between the
threatened sties and the onrush of snakes, firing to turn them away.

It was unlikely that they could save all the aninmals, but he meant his
teamto try.

The wooden encl osures were too far apart and too big for the Hunters to
surround. The team hauled their horses to a halt, giving thema

breat her as they assessed the best vantage points before the swarm
arrived.

Todd and Hrriss decided that they'd best guard the narrow path between
the two barns that |ay between the snakes and their prey.

Bottling themup in that space would make themeasier to turn, with sone
scud bombs to halt them and give the ones behind pause. The ol der and
bi gger snakes were smart enough to sense the danger of such tight
quarters and turn back to | ook for easier pickings in the narshes.

Wayne and his famly flanked the edges of the buildings, concentrating
on the reptiles who would avoid the main route and try to slip around.

Still watching the way the wind blew, Kelly realized that the w nd
carrying the pigs' scent was blowing directly toward the worn pat hway,
and not back into the main mass of reptiles. |If the wind shifted,

they'd be surrounded in mnutes. And goodbye, Boncyk Bacon

The defiant screans of the team s horses echoed off the high walls to
either side of them The sl ower-noving snakes were nearly there.



Kel |y had never noticed before what a terrifying sound their bellies
made, slithering on the dry grass. Oh, a single snake could be silent
when it was sneaking up on its prey, but dozens and hundreds of them
made the grass hiss beneath them

"Don't worry about tiddlers,' Todd cried. "It's the big ones that we
need to turn back. They can swall ow a sow whole."

"Here! | need help here!" Anne Boncyk shouted from behind the grain
barn. She galloped into sight, waving an enpty crossbow. "There's a
mess of them sneaking around the barn!" Kelly swi veled her head. Two of
the infiltrators were lying contentedly in the gravel, engulfing the
bodi es of their deceased conrades w thout a care for the crossbow
quarrels sticking straight up, but half a dozen others were maki ng
straight for the farrow ng pens.

Wth a sharp command, Hrriss sent his ocelots to Anne's rescue.

Gat hering their haunches, the spotted cats pounced onto the back of the
two largest reptiles, four neters |long, and dragged themthrashing |ike
severed air hoses out of the pens.

Wth a quick bite behind the flat heads, the cats dispatched their prey
and went for two nmore. The respite gave Anne tine to reload both her
cr ossbows.

A young reptile, only about three nmeters | ong, whipped between the
team s horses. Three spears jabbed for it all at once, but all mssed
their mark.

"Dam!" groaned Don, and shouted over his shoulder, "Anne, a three-neter
com ng t hrough!"

"No, I'll take it!" Jilamey said. "I gotta get two.
He wheel ed his horse about and pursued the young snake.

Rolling his eyes at such bravado, Todd gestured for Kelly to foll ow
Landreau. |If the boy had been sent to enbarrass Doona by getting killed
in the Snake Hunt, Todd was determ ned the plan would fail. Jilamey had
managed the first catch, somehow, but anything could happen here, with
snakes all too dose to val uabl e stock

At first, the snake was too intent on catching its neal to realize it
was being pursued. Jilaney drew his mniature gun and shot at its back.
He hit it square, but the |owcaliber slug just bounced off the scaly
hide. But the snake felt the inmpact and turned to see what had hit it.
Seeing Jilanmey bearing down, it slowed a trifle.

Encouraged, Jilaney galloped at it, trusty quarterstaff poised above his
head. "Yeee-hah!" he yelled, bringing the long stick down on the snake.

It was a good, solid hit. The snake stopped dead and conpressed itself
into a hurt knot. Jilamey had | earned a | esson during his previous
m sadvent ure

Bef ore the snake could get a coil about the staff, he discarded it and
reached for the crossbow

He never got a chance to use it. The snake sprang around the horse's



leg, lashing out with its tail to encircle a hind leg and bring the
animal, and rider, down. The horse, instinctively |lashing out behind,
then reared and stunbled, falling across a young Mormy Snake whi ch had
br oken through the cordon. The Mommy was stunned and the tiddler got
mashed. Todd and Gypsy cane round the corner, chasing the Monmry, Todd
with his crossbow cocked. If Jilanmey fell now, the Monmy woul d take him
in one gulp.

But Jilaney's nount was an ol d canpai gner, and once he felt his |egs
free, he danced backward as fast as he was able until he was stopped by
the rails of the sty, where once again he reared, striking out with his
front legs. The Mommy reared up, too, just as Jilamey, roanng conmands
at the rearing horse, slid off its runp, over the rails and straight
into the sty, landing with a splat on his back in the nuck.

"Augh!" the youth cried, flailing his arms and legs. "Help me! | can't
get up!" Jilamey couldn't see the danger he was still in, with the
tiddler rousing fromits mauling, and the Monmy equally interested in
this convenient quarry. Todd shot a defensive charge under the Mommy's
tail: pain and noise alarned it enough to divert its path so that it
swerved into the tiddler. A second explosive burst in front of them
and both shot away, Todd in pursuit.

Trying very hard not to laugh, Kelly swng off Cal ypso and, keeping a
good hold on the reins, reached through the fence rails into the pen. It
took an effort, but she got the young man to his unsteady feet and

gui ded hi m back onto solid ground.

"You're out of the race, Master Landreau,' Kelly said, trying not to
take a deep breath. The sour m asma of pig excrenent made her gag.

Cal ypso kept backing away fromthe stench, pulling Kelly's armnearly
out of the socket. "Unless you can clean up real quick soneplace." As
Jilaney, disgust and horror contorting his features, tried to scrape
muck off his body, Kelly managed to catch his horse and then had trouble
getting the horse to approach its erstwhile rider

"My snake? M second snake? What happened to it?" And to Kelly's
surprise, he started to run back to the place of his near denise
darting about, |looking for the reptile.

"That one's |ong gone, Jilaney."

"But what'll | do?" Jilamey |ooked so pathetic that Kelly nearly |aughed
al oud.

"What we do is get you to the nearest blind and check you for cuts. You
don't want rmuck-infected wounds, | assure you

"But |1've got to get the second one, Jilaney insisted.

"Like that?" He tried to approach his horse, who kept backi ng away
snorting.

"It's not far to the nearest blind, Jilamey. W'Ill clean you up and
maybe then the horse'll let you on him™"

"But they're all going that way!" he said, dazedly |ooking back at the
nel ee in the Boncyk yard.



More riders were reinforcing Team One by that time, and the pigsties
were well cordoned off fromthe snakes. "I must have ny second snake."
"You're lucky you got one!" she said, beginning to | ose patience. "And
we' ve got to clean you up.

Then at least you can ride back to town." The prospect of wal ki ng that
far clearly won his attention. So, while Kelly on Calypso led his
horse, they made their way to the nearest snake blind, which was not far
away, but back in the woods away fromthe Boncyk farnyard. As she |led
him she hoped that his stench would not entice a tiddler or Momy to

i nvestigate his delightfulness. On the way, they net the backup riders
who were going out to help Todd.

"He took a fall,' Kelly said, over and over again, as her friends threw
her puzzled glances. "Good hunting! Good hunting!™ Wsh | could finish
it with you, she thought. Nerd-sitting is such a nuisance.

Having to sit a Landreau was close to insult in her |exicon

Once the four spectators inside the tiny building got a whiff of
Jilaney, there was no way he woul d be given room Not even the heavily
scented hunting box could overcone the odor clinging to the young nan.

There was, however, a barrel of rainwater just outside and it was the
will of the many that Jilamey night have use of all of it. As there was
no wi ndow on that side of the blind, he went outside and stripped off
hi s sodden cl ot hi ng.

When he was safely inside the barrel, Kelly took a shovel and scooped up
the stinking remains of the once sporty outfit. She left the knee boots
because her brother knew how to neutralize the odor on |l eather. Spare
cl ot hes were donated and a sort of a towel, and pretty soon, Jil aney,
snel ling considerably nore |like a Human, was all owed back into the
bl i nd.

Then Kelly could check for wounds. Once the nmuck had been scraped off,
she found several

Not hi ng maj or, but scrapes, one shallow cut, and many bruises, the worst
of which bl ossoned on his left cheek and ear. |If it hadn't been for the
regul ati on hel met, he m ght have crushed his skull on the fence post.

"I have never had anything like that happen to ne in nmy life,' Jilaney
sai d, over and over, as she dabbed at his injuries with disinfectant and

rubbed a styptic to stop the bleeding. "I thought that snake was going
to eat ne!"
"You were a very handy norsel,' Kelly replied, carefully snearing vrrela

from her nedical kit on the scrapes.

She reached for one of the flasks at her belt. "But Todd doesn't allow
snakes to feed on his team nmenbers. Have a drink of this." Jilaney
uncorked the nmlada and took a tentative sip. He followed that taste
with a nore enthusiastic tot and sighed happily as the warnth of the
[iquor hit.

"Not too nuch,' Kelly warned him taking the flask away and recorKking
it. "lt's strong."

"Strong is what | need right now,' he pleaded.



"One nore?"

"Well . ." Kelly studied himand deci ded what he'd been through was
worth one nore drink.

H s bruises would probably hurt nore as they devel oped.
"Al'l right,' she said, pouring him another

"Todd saved ny life,' Jilaney remarked thoughtfully. He sat up on the
edge of that remark and w nced, settling back again in the |ow chair.
"My uncle, the Admiral, has'always held a poor opinion of the Reeve
fam |y, though he never says why.

Even when | asked himafter I knew | was going on this Hunt. | shal
tell himhow wong he is. |If he had seen Todd today, he'd be ever, ever
so inpressed.”

"Todd was only doing his duty as team | eader, Kelly said carefully. She
was anmused as Jilamey had regained his affected manner of speech as soon
as he was confortable again. "But he is quite an inpressive person."”

"I agree!" Jilaney said, both hands clutching the small hanmered net al

cup. "It was nost daring of himto sweep down |like that, right in the
face of the Gwhat did you call it?" Kelly smled to herself.

Undoubt edly he would regale his friends endl essly about his Snake Hunt.

He might even tell the truth. It certainly wouldn't hurt Todd's
reputation to have the story go around.

"GBM5. It stands for Great Big Momry Snake.

Nearly all of the big ones that come out for spawning are the females.”
"And he drove them both off lust before they could reach ne.

He saved nmy life. | admire himever so. | know better than to believe
everything ny uncle has been saying about his famly. He 5

wrong when he says that Reeve is out of his element here, and shoul d be

returned home for his own good. |If the father is at all like the son
wel |, 1've never seen anyone better suited to a wild venue." The young
man chuckl ed sel f-deprecatingly. "Certainly I"'mnot. | know I'Ill only

play at it the odd weekend or two." He raised his eyebrows entreatingly
and extended the cup toward Kelly. She had been listening intently ever
since Jilamey had mentioned his uncle.

"Ch, well, one nore won't hurt you,' she said, pretending rel uctance,
but eager to hear nore. She poured the cup full. "It's all organic,
you know. " Any gossip about the great Landreau interested all Doonans
personal ly. Having just returned fromEarth, she was nore aware than
nost of the tensions surrounding the upcom ng Treaty Renewal, and the
di sagreement between the factions pro and con. "So what did your uncle
t hi nk of you com ng here for the Snake Hunt, Jil aney?"

CHAPTER 2
The WRI Thl NG SQUI RM NG CARGO WAS haul ed back triunmphantly to the center

of the Human settlenment. Hunters who had successfully passed their rite
of passage with the capture of two snakes were congratul ated and toasted



wi th splashes of ml ada, some of themdirected internally. Wth
under st andabl e sati sfaction, Todd saw the two Hrrubans who had
endangered Hrriss ride back into the square, hunched over their

saddl ebows in pain. They had the telltale swellings or rroanal

i nfl anmati on under the fur on their arms and | egs. At sonme point on
their wild ride they had passed through trees bearing the toxic vines.

Because the inflammation wasn't far advanced, a quick application of
vrrela would swiftly cure the agony, but Todd coul dn't hel p but think of
their suffering as a measure of justice.

The heavenly snell of cooking greeted them all

Meat was turning on spits in roasting pits, which were also filled with
freshly picked corn on the cob and newy dug potatoes. The conbi ned
aromas nade the returning Hunters half frantic wi th hunger

"Not a bite until you clean up!" Pat Reeve shouted at her dust-covered
son. Todd grinned and pointed to the carcasses of the small snakes
thrown across the runp of his horse. She returned the grin and held up
her joined hands over her head as a gesture of victory. The snakes'
meat would be thrown into a savory stew to simer with root vegetables
and fresh herbs. Sonme of the traditions of Snake Hunt were a lot nore
del i ci ous than ot hers.

"Where's Mrva?" Todd call ed back over the clanmor. "Hrriss got his |leg
squeezed by a Mormy Snake." Pat's eyes wi dened in concern

"She's inside,' she said, gathering up the small carcasses and hurryin,

toward the door. "I'Il warn her. You get himinside.

Hrriss protested that he was all right. "l have been pressed worse
between ny hrrss's body and the stable wall,' he pl eaded.

"Come on." Todd ignored his friend' s protests, knowing that the | eg had

to hurt a lot nore than Hrriss was letting on. He helped Hrriss off
Rrhee and shepherded himtoward the Hall. "If your nother doesn't kil
me for neglecting you, mne will.

Once Hrriss was in the capabl e hands of his nother, Mrva, Todd checked
on the other menbers of his team

The hunting parties, still congratul ating each other, finally separated
to wash and dress for the upcom ng cel ebratory banquet.

Medi cs took charge of the injured. There were nunerous wounds and
brui ses due to inexperience with the vegetati on of Doonai Rrala and a
| ong hor seback ride.

Nonpartici pants clanored for firsthand stories and adventures fromthe
heroes, and synpathi zed with the di sappoi nted Hunters who had returned
enpty- handed. Todd congratul ated several young friends who had passed
their ritual, and checked on the various small wounds that some of his
team menbers and friends had sustained. There had been no deaths in any
teamduring this Hunt. The unusually hot weather had somewhat sl owed

t he snakes' usual split-second reflexes. Todd felt they'd been
extraordinarily lucky, considering how nany amateurs had ridden out. He
wal ked Gypsy and Rrhee down to the paddock to unsaddl e and turn them

| oose, enjoying the post-Hunt atnosphere, listening to everyone
conparing brags about the size of the ones that got away.



Soon, he was able to work his way to his own quarters and the
| ongawai t ed and nuch- needed shower.

There were preparations for the usual all-out blast of a party going on

in the Assenbly Hall. It was the biggest building on Doonai Rrala, bar
the Archives Building on the Treaty Island. It lay on the Human si de of
t he Friendship bridge hal fway between the new construction which

repl aced the first Human village and the first Hrruban village. It took
the place of the nuch smaller ness hall, which had been the chief

buil ding of the original settlenment. The support beans and w de w ndows
of the Hall were of extruded plastic, but the white walls and roof were
formed of the same seal ed-rla wood as the bridge. The many ornanents
and statuary on and within its walls had been donated by craftspeople
fromboth races and every village on the planet.

It was surrounded by gravel wal ks and pat hways that ranbled in a

pl easi ng knotli ke pattern among gardens containing rare plants from
Earth and Hrruba, proudly maintained by volunteer gardeners. During
other times of the year than Snake Hunt, the entire sentient popul ation
of the planet could fit within the walls of the Assenbly Hall or inits
| andscaped grounds, for speeches or celebrations. The Hall doubl ed as
the social center whenever visitors cane.

The five days followi ng each Snake Hunt were designated by Doonans as
New Honme Week, recreating an Earth custom of reunion, but as Dot MKee,
one of the senior settlers, pointed out, for their new home, instead of
their old one. |If at all possible, everyone returned home for New Home
Week. Unless they were on exploration mssions, no great effort was
required of the Hrruban settlers, for every Hruban had access to
transportation grids. But the Hunman Rral ans had to nake sacrifices of
time, effort, and noney. Either way, both species came home sonme way or
other. So Kelly hoped to see several of her primary-school chuns back
fromlong-term exploration mssions for Spacedep and the col oni zing arm
of the Hrruban governnment. She hoped that Todd's brother, Dan, would be
anong them Right now, she had to find Todd and report what Jil amey had
sai d.

The Doonai Rrala Ad Hoc Band was tuning up in a corner of the Assenbly
Hal | when Kelly entered.

She smled at Ms. Lawence, the | eader of the band, and then began to
circulate. The Hall had been beautifully decorated for the feast.

Fl oati ng wi cks burned in glass sconces containing scented oil

The sconces hung on the walls between bright festival decorations.

Long tables draped with white enbroi dered cl oths had been set up
perpendi cul ar to the head table on its dais. Kelly wandered about,
searching for Todd and Hriss, and finally saw themsitting together at
t he opposite end of the Hall

Hrriss glanced up and caught her eye to wave her over.

"Who' d ever guess you've been chasi ng snakes!

Gve us atwirl!" Todd said. "Very pretty!" he added approvingly, as
she executed a neat turn on her heel to show off her dress.

She'd brought it specially for tonight, a confection of shimmering bl ue



and gold with a fluffy kneelength skirt. "d ad you approve, citizen,'
Kelly replied pertly, ducking into a graceful curtsy. "I'Il have you
know that this is the very latest style fromEarth in evening

i nformal -to distinguish fromcasual, which this nost definitely is not.

Notice please the wide skirt, to show an insouci ant disregard for the
tightness of Corridors and Aisles.

The very hei ght of fashion, or should | say w dth?

Can | sit down or is there sonmething else |I'm supposed to do right now?"
Todd gave a snort. "W do the Hunt. Qhers do the food,' he said.

"Mot her, Mrva, and Ms. Hu have that in hand." He reached out and,
grabbi ng her hand, neatly pulled her onto the benchbesi de them

"Hrriss, is your leg all right?" Kelly asked, wondering if that was why
the pair were so indolent in the busy Hall. She saw no bandage, though
she caught the astringent odor of vrrela.

"Ch, zat!" Hrriss dismssed it with a negligent click of lightly
extended claws. "It was nozzing as | told zGQdd. | amonly bruised.

W are sorry to have missed you on the rest of the ride,' he added
regretfully.

"Me, too,' Kelly sighed. Despite the rain barrel, Jilaney had exuded a
pong that she was afraid might cling to her and spoil this evening.
dropped my nerd off at the medical center for a full checkover, and took
a doubl e-1ong shower to get the pig snell off. Did | miss anything
good?"

"You left just before the best part,' Todd said, grinning broadly at the
menory. "W were afraid that once the mass of snakes caught up to us.
they'd make short work of all Wayne's stock, but we didn't count on the
sows. When the tiddlers started coming through the slats into their
pens, they turned as aggressive as you coul d have w shed.

Wayne was delighted."

"Real | y?" Kelly wondered if Todd was teasing her, but a quick | ook at
Hrriss confirmed that this naster dissenbler was telling the truth.

"They stonped the snakes flat. Hell hath no fury |like a sow whose
piglets are in danger,' Todd chortled. "Those sharp hooves chopped

I engths off the tiddlers that got through. The others turned around and
fled."

"So we concentrated on the Mommy Sssnakess, Hrriss added.

"By the tine the Beaters arrived, we were able to get the swarm back
into line. The boars were snorting war cries by the time we started zo
clear out of there." Kelly applauded, |laughing. "Let's have a Pig

Bri gade next year."

"That's what | suggested to Wayne,' Todd said, grinning with nalice.
"Since he won't nmove them out of the way, we might as well get sonme help
fromthem They're as good as ocelots for chopping up tiddlers."

"Nearly as good,' Hrriss corrected himmldly.



Todd favored his friend with an opennout hed stare of feigned
ast oni shnent .

"Don't conpare chickens and brrnas,' Kelly said, playfully putting a
hand between them "I'mglad |I got you two al one before everything got
started,' she continued in an undertone, turning so her back shiel ded
her words. "I tried to find your father, Todd, but he's out show ng
some di pl omats around the nmodel stock ranches. Young Jil aney got

tal kati ve when he got mada'd up in the snake blind. | don't think he
realized what he was inplying, in his chumy confidences about Uncle
Landreau's opinion of the Reeve famly." So she repeated Jil aney's exact
wor ds.

"Dad and ne out of our el enent here?" Todd demanded, nore indignant than
insulted. He let out a harsh bark of laughter. "Earth never was ny
element!"” Kelly grinned, a sparkle in her eyes. "WlIl, you' ve won one
staunch adherent in Jilamey today.

Jilaney admires you trenmendously for saving himfromthe very jaws of
death. And he's going to tell his uncle how quick and cl ever you were.

Todd snorted. "Mich weight that'll carry with A Landreau

Candidly | was thinking that maybe the Admiral sent the kid into the
Snake Hunt to get himkilled and make the Reeves | ook worse.

"It failed, didn't it?" Hriss said, but the tips of his claws were
showi ng as he rattled themon his knee.

"As the Mayday fail ed?" Todd said softly.
"What Mayday?" Kelly asked, wondering if she'd m ssed sonething.

Todd's brows drew down over his nose. He stared off across the room

bl ank-faced. H's hands tw tched, showi ng the tension that he woul dn't
allow his face to reveal. Kelly knew the signs. Todd was revving up to
full anger even if he never let it go public.

"Landreau has absolutely no grounds to pull any of us out of the col ony,
no matter what his personal opinion-and grievance agai nst us-m ght be.
Hrriss scow ed, pulling his eyebrow whiskers together.

"There were omi nous undertones at the Hrrethan celebration we attended,’
he said. "W are all aware that pressure of some kind would increase
now that the Treaty Renewal tal ks are so close. Two of the Hayuman
speakers who were on Hrretha are here now, too, Varnorian and Rogitel

Rrev has seen them but | think he has not spoken with them™

"At | east you're aware of undercurrents,' Kelly said, deciding that now
was the time to reveal her own budget of suspicion and anxieties. "1

caught nore than that on Earth,' and to give herself tine to organize
her thoughts, she filched nuts fromone of the appetizer bows next to
her on the | ong table.

"Jilamey's comrents today nerely support the innuendos. | was going to
talk to Ken and Hrrestan in private, but, with the shuttle's delay, |
barely arrived home in time to ride out on Hunt.



"As you two should know. Alreldep is conpletely pro-Doona, but | w sh i
could say the same for the other two space services. | feel alnpst
endangered when | have to carry a nessage to Spacedep of fices.

Now that there are plenty of thriving colonies, there is a feeling that
Doona is no | onger needed.

The experiment was "interesting," that's all. The Treaty may just as
wel | be voided, and we can all go our separate ways.

"Has public sentinment gone that far against us?" Todd asked sadly.
"The public? No!" Kelly hurried to assure him

"They voted on allow ng Doona to be colonized, and fromwhat | can tell
none of them have changed their nminds. The governnent agencies are what
we have to worry about. To the average man or wonan in, say, Air
Recycling or Food Services, Doona is still the shining star, the
pastoral world that opened up space travel and revitalized Earth's
economy." Kelly plastered. an imaginary banner on the sky with a sweep
of her hand. "Even if those people' re unsuited to col onizaton, they're
maki ng sure that their sons and daughters are taking specialized
training so they'll be qualified one day.

n And every child who visits Alreldep on a school tour wants to be the
one to find the next Doona.

It's the old flatheads in Spacedep who want us to go back to square one
and pretend that a cohabited col ony never happened.

Especi ally not one independent fromthe governnent of Earth and on which
the Earth | anguage is subordinated in favor of the co-inhabitor's.
Havi ng to speak M ddl e Hrruban when they cone here is one of the things
that really rankle with them" She sniled and shook her head, taken
aback at her own frankness. "Listen to me go on! Do you know how | ong
it's been since I've been able to talk like that?

It's not approved for diplomts to be heard spouting judgnental
statenments. Unfortunately |I've got no proof of opposition except gossip
and the unwel comi ng m en of Spacedep nenials. You' d just have to trust
nmy powers of observation, such as they are.

"How | ong have we been friends?" Hrriss said, speaking in the Low
Hrruban of a familial group.

"W have trusted you since you were able to ride a Hunt."
"Before that,' Todd replied in the sane vein.

Two Human wonen passed them carrying a huge basket of bread between
them Hrriss | ooked about cautiously before replying, and gl anced at
Todd for pernission. He and Todd had discussed the matter and deci ded
that Kelly had to be told what had happened. Wth her connections in
Al rel dep, she'd have access to offices and ranking officials that they
did not.

"Unfortunately we have perhaps precipitated an event which woul d ssserve
Spacedep' s purpose well, though we do not yet know who is responsible
for engineering it." Kelly's eyes went w de. "Wat happened?"



"This is confidential, you understand,' Todd said, still in Low Hrruban,
whi ch woul d make what he said unintelligible to many.

Kelly grinned at his tactic and nodded for himto continue. "On the way
back from H retha, we received a Mayday signal, com ng froman

uni nhabited, interdicted world,' Todd went on, twisting his shoul ders at
their naivete. "W responded to the call, only to discover that it was
com ng froma beacon drone. W found no trace of radiation or ion drive
to tell where the ship that dropped it cane from Anyone passing that
way could have heard the Mayday, but unluckily it was us."

"The fact remains that we crossed into a forbidden zone for no purpose,’
Hrriss finished, his purring voice | ow

"But you'd have the |log record of the Mayday . Kel Iy began

"We nearly didn't,' Todd replied sourly. A slight malfunction .

"Corrected by a kick," Hrriss said, grinning.
"I'n the hol ographic recorder,' Todd fini shed.

"Loose circuit?" Kelly asked, even as she wondered why she was trying to
find | ogical explanations of the malfunction.

"More likely'-Todd managed a fine approxi mati on of an Hrruban grow -
"it got overserviced when the Hrrethan space station insisted on being
sure the Al batross was in perfect working order

"Even though we assured themthat our own people had serviced it before
we started out,' Hrriss added, letting one claw escape its sheath.

"So no idea who put the drone out there?" Kelly asked, know ng the
answer even before Hrriss shook his head.

"There were others who woul d nmake their second warp junp at those
particul ar coordinates,' Hrriss said, "but everyone knew we were anxi ous
to return speedily to Rrala."

"So it was set up to catch you two." Her remark was nore statenent than
guesti on.

"That's the nost |ogical assunption,' Todd said, "in the present
ci rcumst ances, but we have a recording of that Mayday, which | don't
t hi nk we were supposed to have."

"And you let Hriss do all the talking, didn't you?" Kelly asked
briskly, and | ooked relieved when both nodded. Then her shoul ders
sagged.

"But it's just the sort of incident Spacedep would contrive, an
unnecessary breach of the Treaty and by a Doonan

"And a Hrruban!" Hriss rem nded her

She did not |ike the inferences that even an idiot could draw, |et al one
an anti-Doona faction. "Wo else knows about this?"



"Qur fathers,' Hrriss said, "Hrestan and Rrev. it was decided to defer
the matter until after the Hunt."

"Sensible. No one on Doona'd |let you escape your Hunt
responsibilities," Kelly said, and then to insert sonme levity into the
conversation, including me. And,' she added nore brightly, "since this
is Doona, you'll be believed. It's on Earth that | wouldn't give a
cracked egg for your chances. |If we can only limt the incident to
Doona-once the visitors have left and can't get their noses into
something as juicy as an interdiction breach.™

"In any case, I'mthe one at fault,' Todd said in his characteristic
forthright manner. "l was piloting the ship, and | insisted that we
respond to the Mayday, even if it neant passing an interdiction buoy.
It's serious but it oughtn't to damage the Doonan Treaty."

"Hear him He would have us suffer even before being found guilty,
Hrriss said wyly, nudging Todd in the ribs with the back of his hand.
"First it nmust be proved to the Treaty Council that we acted out of
malice. |f sanctity of |ife cannot supersede borders and barriers, then
we may not call ourselves civilized."

"Well, let's not borrow trouble fromtonorrow, huh?" Kelly said, cocking
her head at them "I'mnot w thout resources, you know. Just let ne
know when to call in favors, and where, and you know I'll do it." Then
seeing a swarm of guests crowding into the Hall, she reverted to
Standard. "It's party time, lads,' she said, rising to her feet, giving
her skirts a pracced flirt. "And | intend to party!" Since by tradition

and Treaty, there was no hotel, guests were assigned space in the old
pl astic cabins of the original village. Many visitors found them a

di verting change fromthe usual sterile accomopdations. The nore
prestigious were billeted with Doonan host famlies, and the overfl ow
used canvas tenting shelters. However, Doonans, Hayuman and Hrruban
ali ke, provided visitors with Friendly Native Cuides to keep them
conpany and, nore inportant, to show themthe dangerous vegetation and
keep them from unexpectedly rousing the ferocious bearlike nda. Such
i ndi vidual contacts with those from other worlds had i nproved good
opi ni ons of Doona over the past twenty-five years.

This year, the Shihs, Phyllis and Hu, |eader of the First Human Vill age,
were pleased to have the honor of hosting the Fifth Speaker, the Hrruban
M nister for Health and Medicine. The Hrruban's stripe was noticeably
broader and his mane was whitening around his face, but he was sol emmly
kind to all who approached to greet him He caught Todd's eye and
smled. They had nmet on Hrretha only a few weeks before. Mst likely,
the venerabl e Hrruban was still seeing the small boy dressed in nda fur
with a rope tail tied around his waist instead of a grown man in normnal
Earth-style tunic and trousers. Responding to that nenory hinsel f, Todd
strai ghtened his tunic and squared his shoul ders as the Speaker and Hu
neared him

"A fine Hunt, and, it would seem a fine party to cone,' Hu Shih

conpli mented Todd, reaching up to pat the young man on the shoul der, and
noddi ng amiably to Hrriss. The venerable metropol ogist's eyes were
shining as he took in the decorations and the happy crowd filling the
Hall. "No Hunters with nore than scrapes and bruises and' - Hu's eyes
twi nkl ed-' depressed anbitions. Very well done, indeed."

"Thank you, sir,' Todd said, politely dropping into Mddle Hrruban



since the Fifth Speaker was here in a social capacity. "Have you heard
about the Boncyk sows?"

"I ndeed we have,' Hu Shih replied, his usually conposed face becom ng
wreat hed wi th | aughter

"The tale will return with me to Hrruba,' the Fifth Speaker replied, his
deep bl ack eyes sparkling. "It is, of course, the greatest pity that
the scene was not recorded, but the various narrators seemto agree on
so many details that the truth will not suffer nuch in the retelling."
"We are considering the addition of a Sow Brigade to next year's Hunt,'
Todd went on, dropping his jaw in a Hrruban-style grin.

He saw Hu's start of surprise but the Fifth Speaker grunbled his throat
chuckl e and Hu rel axed. Todd had al ways been on special terms with
Hrruban Speakers and coul d dare where protocol would have strictly
forbi dden such banter.

Todd was not surprised when Hu deftly eased the Speaker toward the dais
and the special chairs where the el ders woul d observe the proceedi ngs.

"I will expect a full report of their performance next year, Zodd,' the
Speaker said, allowi ng hinself to be shepherded away.

The Ad Hoc Band began to play incidental nusic, |oud enough to be heard
t hrough the I ow roar of conversation but not |oud enough to drown it.

Todd | ooked around for All Kiachif, one of the oldest friends of the
colony and its nost faithful proponent. The swarthy, drink-loving old
Codep captain had nmissed few New Home Weeks since the begi nning,
attendi ng anytine he could arrange his schedule to be there. He wasn't
in the Hall yet, and Todd coul dn't renenber having heard anyone nention
that he'd arrived. Todd was a little disappointed, but he could well
understand it if Kiachif wasn't able to nmake it back to Doona.

Ki achi f was a busy nman these days. H's rounds had grown a hundredfold
since the colony's inception, and had earned hima snall fleet of ships
serving under him plying the expandi ng spaceways, carrying cargo and
passengers. Doona was still one of his favorite stops. He always
clained it rested his eyes fromthe sonetines horrific conditions on

m ni ng planets, which far outnunbered the agricultural planets, where
people lived in niserable conditions in the stale air of dones or in the
unremtting toil of prison facilities.

Whi |l e he never mentioned Doonan grog, everyone knew that it was nore to
his taste than methylated spirits cooked over a Bunsen burner

In their festive best, everyone | ooked cheerfully ready to enjoy
thensel ves to the fullest. The threat of being overrun by the great
snakes had once again been averted. 1In the true spirit of Doona, sone
of the native Humans wore Hrruban dress, and sonme of the Hrrubans
affected "Trran' trousers, skirts, or dresses. The various diplomats
were attired nore formally but not repressively so, while their young
wards and the other guests were dressed in the |latest styles fromEarth
or Hrruba. Evidently the fashion industries of both cultures had been
stimul ated by the contact, and styles had nerged, mngled, and then
evol ved to becone highly individualistic.

Qddly enough, though nobst Terrans still spoke in murrmurs, their clothes
shouted in the nmost vivid of shades, enhanced by additives that caused



i ridescence and lum nosity, sometines rather shocking to the eye. Todd
felt almobst conservative in the green casual trousers and darker green
silk shirt sent to himby his sister Ilsa. She had gone back to Earth
for higher education and had married a man she net at school. Byron

wor ked as a consultant to Spacedep, so he was occasionally on Doona to
visit the Treaty Island, as he was for the Hunt. He was a fair

stickman, playing his turn with the band, bobbing his head to the rhythm
as he beat the drumskins. He threw a sideways grin toward Todd.

"There's Hrringa, Kelly said, smling at a tall, al nost chestnut-maned
Hrruban in crisp formal attire. "lI'mglad they sent someone down to
spell himat the Hrruban &nter. He'd have hated to nmiss the fun." Todd
nodded to the catman, who was serving a termas the transportation grid
operator in the Hruban consulate on Earth.

Hrringa was a nenber of Hrriss's clan. Though his friend never made
much of it, his famly was of a fairly broad Stri pe.

"They always do. He was on Team Ten in the Hunt, you know. Did you see
much of each ot her?" Todd asked Kelly.

"Quite a lot. Mst people on Earth don't speak the | anguage, so |I'm
sort of atie to home. So few people realize that he speaks fluent
Terran: and there are always those who try to talk pidgin Hrruban wth
him" She rolled her eyes at such an insult to her friend. "Then
there's the opposite extreme with those silly nmen in Amal gamated Worl ds
Admi ni stration treating himas sone sort of sacred shaman.

Hrriss made a noise like a snort. "Wat do you expect fromthen®?"

Kel ly's expression turned sheepish. "I tried to wangle a ride hone
through the grid instead of flying out,' she adnmitted. "Hrringa would
have obliged ne, | know, but they don't like us junior types to use the

grid when the senior diplomats can't get access anytinme they want to.

They waved ne off. It was no use my explaining that Hringa and | were
rai sed together, or that | had a right to go to Doona." She clicked her
tongue regretful ly.

"Well, 1'd better go be a good hostess. M nother said if | wasn't on
the front |ine shaki ng hands

She left the threat unspoken, with a broad grin to show she knew it
wasn't serious. "I'Il find you |later, Todd. Keep your ears open."
"You, too." Todd blinked as Kelly was swal |l owed up i mediately by th
swirling cromd. He couldn't believe how fast the Hall had filled up

He | ooked at Hrriss, who was al so | ooking a bit dazed.

"W were so intent, we were not paying attention,' the Hrruban said.
"Meanwhil e, the party has created itself."

"Yeah." Todd craned his neck for one last |look at the girl. "Kelly
| ooks beautiful, doesn't she?" "Her grace is one with her beauty,'
Hrriss said approvingly. "Come, Team Leader, we have other duties even

as she does." Young nen and woren warily carried full trays of drinks
and ni bbl e snacks past theminto the main room As the kitchen doors
swung to and from Hrriss and Todd caught sight of Mrva. Hrriss's

not her coul d be seen standi ng over a huge simering pot with a spoon to
her lips, tasting the contents for spice. Mrva held the Hrruban

equi val ent of five college degrees in physical health science, and was



director of the Rralan Health Services, but she al so enjoyed the sinple
tasks of hospitality that entertaining on Doona required. Her eyes
wi dened when she saw her son and Todd enter.

"Go out therrre,' she ordered, pointing with her spoon toward the
doorway. "Wy are you here? W do not need help from such as you.

The Masters of the Hunt should mingle with guests, not serve |like cubs
and yout hs."

"But, Mrva . . ." Todd began, his voice wheedling as he edged toward
some of her fanous pastries.

She sl apped his hand with her spoon and i mediately threw hima cloth to
clean of f the sticky liquid.

"You will be served in due courssse,' Mrva said in a tone which brooked
no further discussion. She made a sound between a hiss and a grow .
"When will we ever put the manners of a man and Master on you, Zodd!"
Then she turned on Hrriss. "I know you have been taught. Go now and
exerci se the teaching.

Abashed, the two returned to the Hall. Leading the Hunt had been a
pl easure. Hosting the party was a chore they would gl adly have m ssed.
The throng had swelled to hundreds in the great room

Todd passed anong them shaking hands and returning ki sses. Wile on
the one hand he was glad to see the friends that reappeared year after
year, on the other, there was never any time to catch up on any

detail s-of their success in the Hunt | et al one what they'd been doing
t he past year-before soneone el se clainmed attention

He and Hrriss finally nade their way to the dais and stood in front of
the main table. Before the feast could officially begin, the
| ong- awai t ed bl oodi ng cerenony for the successful Hunters nust proceed.

As Master of the Hunt and master of cerenonies, Todd was required to
make a short speech of welcome to the sea of guests. He would speak in
Terran, with Hriss repeating it after himin Mddle Hruban. He had a
feeling of dej vu. 1t had been only a few weeks before that he stood
and listened to the governor of Hretha offer simlar greetings to his
guests. There had been many |like events in the | ast few years.

They were beginning to blur into one another. He began by offering his
gratitude to all the people who had aided in organizing and running the
Hunt, and went on fromthere.

"To old friends and famly, | wel come you hone, and to new friends and
first-time visitors, | hope you'll enjoy your stay, and that you'l
return to us again in the future,' Todd said, w nding up the necessary
remarks. "I won't hold up dinner |ong.

The cooks would throw ne into the stew with the snakes!" There was a
smal | nmurnur of appreciative |aughter, and Todd held up a hand.

"However, there are sonme people |'mhappy to call to your attention
They' ve earned this nonent. As | call your name, will you come up on

this dais, please?" The Hunters who had passed their initiation rite
that day by capturing a brace of adol escent snakes were called up one by



one, to stand shoul der-toshoul der before the audience. Sone of them
were shy and directed their smles down at their feet as Todd

congratul ated themon their successful passage. One anong thema young
worman fromthe mning colony of Ellerell 1V-had chosen instead to bring
in eggs. She had saved all her extra pay for five years to be able to
make it to Doona for Snake Hunt. \When first |aid, snake eggs were

al nrost too soft to nove. By the tinme they had hardened enough to
transport, there was a real danger that they mi ght hatch on the way in.

She had brought in twelve of the soft and | eathery head-sized eggs in a
specially designed fluff-lined sack brought all the way fromEl lerell

Her thoroughness and care inpressed even the Doonan judges, who had seen
a lot of inventive approaches to the problemover the |last two decades.
She was invested with the small gold nedal from which depended two

wi ggly streamers. Sone of the children squeal ed when they saw t he

ri bbons, which | ooked amazingly like.

the tails of miniature snakes. She and the other Hunters wore their
awards proudly as they were given a standing ovation.

Jilaney Landreau was called forward with the rest of the

al nost - successful who had captured a single snake. He shook hands wth
Todd and Hrriss to the acconpani ment of encouragi ng appl ause fromthe
audi ence.

"Thank you, Todd,' the young Landreau said, clutching his nedal with the
single streaner. "I wi sh there had been a chance to take the second
snake.

I was so close!"

"Next year,' Todd suggested. "Your first was a good capture. W can
hol d that snake "on credit,' so to speak."

"Hey, you coul d?" the youth excl ained, his eyes shining. Todd

recogni zed that the Hunt craze had cl ai med anot her adherent. "Can | get
the hide to take back with me? | want to use the stripe as a fashion
accessory!

That' Il really nmake "em | ook twi ce at ne!"

"I"ll see to it,' Todd said, slightly anused at the young Landreau's
nai ve delight. He clapped Jilanmey on the shoul der encouragingly before
nmovi ng on to congratul ate the next participant.

The feast was then officially begun. As the Hunters, both successful
and unsuccessful, sat down, Byron played a roll on the snare drumto get
everyone's attention. It segued into a conpelling, irregular beat on
torn-torn. Clad only in their knife belts and ornanmental neckl aces,
several young Hrrubans ran in and began a stonping, swrling dance:
obviously a Snake Hunt. Two lithe femal e dancers, acting in tandem as
if they were part of the same body, portrayed the snake. They snapped

i maginary coils toward the Hunters or recoiled fearfully fromtheir
spears. It was a conpelling sight, as the rear half of the snake curled
herself on the floor behind the body of the other and sw tched her tai
fitfully as the front half swayed, striking at this dancer or that with
her fangs. The Hunters catapulted past the reptile to attack, m ssing
and hitting the floor beyond. Wth great energy, they rolled upright to
their feet like kittens and renewed their attacks on their foe.



The upright dancer was so skillful that she didn't appear to have a
solid bone in her body. Her undul ations had a hypnotic quality. It was
a shock to the watchers when one spearman sprang forward, past the
snappi ng jaws, and plunged the weapon into the snake's breast. The
serpent gave one trenendous convul sion and subsided to the floor
gracefully to quiver into stillness. Wen the snake had "died,' a
conplimentary silence held the audience. Then a burst of thunderous
appl ause awarded the dancers. They sprang up, acknow edgi ng the praise,
and then gathered to either side of the doors leading to the kitchen

The band stayed on its dais |ong enough to play a fanfare to announce
the arrival of a nassive cauldron borne aloft on a tray by eight young
men and wonen clad to the ears in heatproof towelling.

The huge kettle of savory snake stew was presented to Todd as the Master
of the Hunt. Wth intricately decorated | adles, Todd and Hrriss served
t he special guests on the dais, after which the caul dron was brought to
the I ong sideboard. Fromthen on, buffet style was the order and
everyone served thensel ves fromthe seenmi ngly inexhaustible supply of
stew and the other viands brought out fromthe kitchen. Todd caught
sight of Mrva sitting down at the end of the table near Hrrestan: she
had shed her apron to display gorgeous filny robes spangled with jewels.

As the party began in earnest, toasts were offered to the Hunters and
the prey. For many of the guests, the feast was a double reason for
celebration. For sone this would be the first time they had eaten
"real ,' unprocessed or nonsynthetic food. For others, this was a high
poi nt of gastronomic enjoynent. It was true that every year, nore rea
fruit, vegetables, grain, and neat were being made available to the
people of Earth fromits farmng colonies, but the magjority of homeworld
nmeal s still came from synthesizers. Hrriss nudged Todd in the ribs and
indicated a child at one of the front tables. He was suspiciously and
nmost reluctantly taking a tiny bite of fruit froma spoon. The tot
sniffed it first, not in the least willing to trust the curious
substance in front of him Wth nuch coaxi ng and much gesturing to
others tucking into their food, the child' s nother got himto accept the
norsel. After a very tentative chew, the boy grabbed the spoon out of
his nother's hand, finished the bow in front of him and.

reached for his nmother's as well.

When all had eaten sufficiently, the party went on to its next, and

i nevitable, stage. The Ad Hoc Band resuned its place on the dais and
started to play dancing music. A few took advantage of the nusic, but
nost sat contentedly, letting the neal settle. Gadually, drinks in
hand, diners began to circulate the Hall, pausing to chat with old
friends or wel come newconers, or congratul ate the new Hunters.

Todd and Hrriss excused thensel ves fromthe dais and began nore protoco
rounds just as the Ad Hoc Band started to play a perky song, based on an
ancient Earth chantey. It was a joke anbng Doonai Rral ans, but it had
never been played at a New Hone Week before. Todd guessed that Sally
Law ence, who had witten the new lyrics, wanted a broader audi ence. He
hoped that the listeners would accept it for the facetious tweak it was,
and not take it seriously. Sally's eyes were twi nkling as she struck a
chord on her guitar and began to sing.

"My nother was a human girl from Doona Village Four She | oved a handsone
Hrruban boy who lived just next door Their |ove bore offspring, one,
two, three Akitten and a werecat and the third was ne.



"Now mmy brother Hrrn and I, we were raised up quite all right But ny
sister Mrna Joan, she was different day and ni ght Snoot h-ski nned at
ni ght, by day her fur grew She was a true Doonan through and through

"Yo ho hol A Rralan true Takes the best of both as all should do.

It was a familiar tune to the locals. Sone joined in the chorus,
roaring a lusty "Yo ho ho!" Nearly everyone el se seened to get the joke,
to judge by the shouts of approval and calls for an encore. Todd
noticed that sone of the Human di pl omats | ooked annoyed, and a few of

t he Hrruban honewor| ders | ooked positively ill at the thought of
Hrrubans and Humans interbreeding. Todd couldn't think how to explain
that the thought had never seriously crossed the mnd of the songwiter

"Maybe this is the noment to start the dancing?" Kelly said, com ng up
behi nd Todd and poking himin the side with a finger

"I"'mnot very good at it,' Todd said apol ogetically, but he gestured to
t he handl eader, who i medi ately struck a fast step

I mredi ately the floor was full of couples, whirling and jigging about in
circles.

"Neither amI!" Kelly seized his hand. "Let's go anyway!" Jaw dr opped
in amusenent, Hrriss |eaned toward him "If she prom ses not to step on
my tail, | get the nexxxt dansss."

"It's a deal,' Kelly called as she dragged Todd into the crowd.

Kelly had told a fib when she said she was a poor dancer. Wth her
hands bunched in the folds of her skirts, she swayed and stepped wth
grace to the lively nelody. Todd knew the steps, but he felt as awkward
as a wooden nda trying to keep up with her. He was relieved when that
nmusi ¢ stopped and a sl ow dance began. Kelly nelted into his arns,
stretching up one hand to his neck. That was oddly delightful

They had grown up together, but he had never realized before that she
was so rmuch smaller than he, so delicately built-or, to be nore honest,
that she was a girl at all. She had just been one of the capabl e people
he depended on, until she went away. Kelly had never bal ked at fences,
and she could wangl e snakes or horses with the best.

He coul d barely connect the tonboy who had grown up literally next door
with the sparkling vision in his arns. Unconsciously he tightened his
hold a trifle, and she rubbed her cheek against his chest. The nusic
drifted to a halt, and Kelly turned her face up to give hima brilliant
smle, her golden eyes aflame in the festival |anplight.

"Thank you,' she said. "That was lovely." Todd didn't know how to reply
suitably. "Urn, thank you. 1Isn't it Hriss's turn now?"
"Only if | promise not to step on his tail,' and Kelly's | ook was

eni gmatic but she allowed himto lead her fromthe floor and find
Hrriss.

He stood watching for a noment as Hrriss, rather too expertly, Todd

t hought, spun Kelly out into the dancers, his tail wapped around one
leg, well out of the way. Not that Kelly would put a foot wong, Todd
realized.



"Hey, young Reeve,' called out Captain Buckman, a former Spacedep
marine. He had joined the colony on Binar 3B-1V and was now its
gover nor.

"Where can | get sone niada?"

"Allow ne,' and Todd | ocated the case of nlada bottles stashed under one
end of the dais draperies.

As he served Buckman, he thought the man's eyes were already a little
red. H s breath snelled so strongly of alcohol it nmight ignite
spont aneousl y.

"You'd better watch your intake, sir. Too nmuch of this stuff results in
pot ent hangovers."

"Hmmph,' said the old man, watching Todd refill his glass. "But you
pour generously, boy. So this is how you inpress the diplomats, hey? Is
yours the last face they see before they pass out? Were's Pol | ux?"

"Who, sir?"

"Where's Pol | ux, Castor?" Buckman asked, prodding Todd in the mddle.
"Your twi n, your inseparable pal, your other half, boy."

"Hrriss is on the dance floor,' Todd replied a little stiffly. "D d you
want to speak to hinP"

"No, no. So the two of you aren't joined at the hip? 1'll be danged.
Conme back and refill this in about, oh, a quarter hour, won't you?" Todd
nodded and nmoved on to the next group, clustered at the farthest end of
the room fromthe band. This was an informal roundtabl e discussion by
the Jacks of Al Trades. That nuch-sought-after designation neant that a
col oni st had enough flexibility and training in such a variety of skills
that he could turn a hand to any task that needed doing or problemthat
had to be solved. Codep preferred that there be at |east one JOAT in any
col ony group. Both nmen and women could ship on in that capacity. Ken
Reeve's own designation for the Doona col ony project had been that of a
JOAT. As an unofficial chair and host of the JOATs present, he was
directing the discussion anong those from several nascent col oni es that
had recently earned their Amal gamated Worlds status. Many of them had
been born or raised on Doona. The billyJOATs and nanny- JOATs, as they
liked to call thenselves, unofficially, of course, were now gleefully
engaged in a | oud argunment about the best way to set up barrier screens
agai nst pests. Todd checked and refilled each guest's gl ass and picked
up enpty dessert plates for transport back to the kitchen. Before

| eavi ng, he exchanged wi nks with his father

The band was taking a nuch needed break, and near the kitchen doors,
Sally Lawence was having a private discussion with Varnorian of Codep
Todd bowed over her hand as he refilled her gl ass.

"So why do you object to ny song?" Ms. Lawence demanded of the Codep
chairman. "On artistic principles?"

"Scarcely on that score, ny dear |lady, said Varnorian, |oosing his not
i nconsi derabl e charm

"Your artistry is remarkable."” He wasn't the friend to Doona that the



| at e Chani nade had been, but he was at |east a graceful guest. He had
very pale blue eyes with dark | ashes. There was sonething both
attractive and cold about eyes like that. "M objection is purely
contextual. | feel that such an idea should not have been voiced, |et
al one nmocked. Totally unsuitable lyrics, if you could by any extension
of poesy call themthat."

"M. Varnorian, Doona's a hard world and we have devel oped our hunor to
| eaven t he hardshi ps.

If | care to make a joke, it's nmy world, and nost of us got the joke."

"Forgive ne, but the taste of the joke is but a little questionable in

ternms of the larger aberration, nmy dear Ms. Lawence,' said Varnorian
and he smled again with that facile charm

"The real aberration is Doona. The cultures here are too different, too
mutual |y exclusive. East is East, you know, and West is West.

Never the twain shall neet." He |lifted his refreshed drink to her
certain he had had the | ast word.

"Ch, Shakespeare?" asked Ms. Lawence, fluttering her eyel ashes at
him Todd knew as well as she that it wasn't. Everyone on Doona was
nmore famliar with Kipling, who seened to "know so much about their
unusual situation. She continued to sip coyly at her gl ass.

"No,' said Varnorian patronizingly. "Not at all, nadam | believe it
m ght be Strauss. N neteenth century, not seventeenth."

"Real | y? How clever you are, Sally said, and linking arnms with him
nmoved hi mout of Todd's vicinity.

"What is Ssalllee up to now?" Hrriss asked, appearing at Todd's el bow.
Todd | ooked around for Kelly. "Oh, I left her in good hands.

I s that Captain Buckman beckoning for you?"

"He's had too rmuch m ada al ready,' Todd said, not too pleased with
natters.

"That is undoubtedly true,' Hrriss agreed after a nonent's
consideration. "And here is soneone else in even worsse condition

Jilaney staggered up to themwi th a determ ned expression on his face.
The nml ada he had begged of Kelly in the snake blind was only the start
of his libations, though neither Hrriss nor Todd realized that.

But he had consuned considerably nmore with his meal, which Todd had
observed. That he wa still standing spoke highly of his capacity.

The young man was dressed in the nost precious ol modern styles.

H s tunic had appliqud gem

arranged in a crisscross pattern at the neck tc sinulate |acings, and he
wore frivolous boots will knee-high tops turned over to show their ion
fringes, which were also jeweled. "I've been |lookin for you for hours,

Todd, to talk about snakes."

"It's alittle early to tal k about next year Jilaney,' Todd said



di pl omatically as he touche the single ribbon on the youth's nedallion

"Next year?" Jilaney blinked at him "Ah, yeS next year! O course.
"Il be back next year. |'mon snake up. Have a drink on that."
"No m ada, | thank you,' Todd replied, smlin to defuse any insult.

"I"ll stay with the punch."

"Punch? On a night like this?"

"Frankly, Jilamey, | don't really like it. It leave a taste in my nmouth
of something | ong dead. |'ve got fresh raspberry-apple punch here if
you'd like sonme. Honegrown fruit." Jilanmey shuddered. "Thank you ever
so, no!

M ada for me. How about you?" The youth turned to Hrriss.

"Neither do |I drink,' the Hrruban said, dropping his jawin a grin. "l
have felt what mniada can do.

Wait until you feel your head tonorrow norning.

It will seemas though a ripe nelon had replaced your cranium and that
every borer wormon Rrala is trying to drill through it."

"That's enough about worns,' Jilanmey said, grimacing horribly. "I've
seen the big kind too closely today. | alnpst couldn't eat the neat at
supper, but it snmelled so good | got over it. That pretty Kelly told ne
I wasn't gripping tightly enough to the saddle with ny knees. | will
exercise mghtily, and next year, ny knees will neet inside the horse

before | fall off in front of a snake!"”
"That's the spirit,' Todd responded.

Jilaney took a steadying drink and held out his glass to be topped up
"You went through this how many years ago?"

"The first Snake Hunt on Doona-well, nore of a snake drive-happened when
| was six." Tactfully Todd avoided nentioning how it came about. "W've
had to wangl e snakes past our farns every year since then. W had to
organi ze it because we were |osing too many head of livestock to the
snakes. "

"No, no,' and Jilaney waved a forefinger unsteadily. "I nmean the
com ng-of-age ritual. You caught a big one and brought it in.

Pete's beer telling me and ny friends all about it." He swayec as he
poi nted over his shoul der to where Petei Ivanovich, |eader of Team
Three, lay sprawled in heap of cushions, snoring.

"Right,' Todd said. Sonething in the youn Landreau's tone alerted
Hrriss, who appeared suddenly behind the swayi ng youth. He caught
Todd's eye and | ooked a question. Todd shook his head very slightly.
"The first one was only a tiddler

Ei ght neters. You saw a nunber of those today.

The second one was a real whopper. Twelve nmeters and a little bit over.

"I was there and sawit,' Hrriss put in. "A huge creature. 1t provided



many days of neat for the settlenent, and useful skin-for other
purposes."” Jilaney's eyes narrowed. "I don't believe it. How did you
catch something like that? |It's bigger than a house!"

"Careful planning,' Todd said, naneuvering Landreau toward a chair
before he fell over. "This is a good tine for a yarn. Let nme tell you
all about it." Jilaney |listened carefully through to the end of Todd's
narrative, and then sat up very straight. He stared his fellow Human in
t he eye.

"You' ve been rehearsing your story with the others. 1t's a fal sehood.
That snake is alnobst as big as the one that tried to eat ne. |'ve never
heard such a load of ballast in ny life. It's exactly what Pete recited

to nme, alnpbst word for word."

"I give you ny word of honor that the story is true,' Todd replied,
shruggi ng away Jil aney's disbelief.

"Space slag!" Todd shrugged again. "It's too rmuch trouble to lie.
"Twel ve meters! Inpossible!™ Jilaney expl oded.

"Well, it's still on record,' Todd said, not wanting to get into an
argunent over what was a fact. Then he grinned at Jilaney. "I had to,
you see. Hrriss caught a real big Momy the year before. | couldn't

I et himget an edge on me, now could I?" Surreptitiously he w nked at
his friend. "I broke his record but only by a few centineters.

"I'f you don't believe him' Hrriss added silkily, as Jilanmey stil
| ooked skeptical, "see if you can find anyone who has heard it told
differently. There are many still awake who were here when it occurred.

And there is the conputer link in the corner! The records are avail able
fromthe Treaty Archives for anyone to read. The Hunt and its results
are docunent ed

Muttering, Jilanmey poured hinmself another glass fromthe nlada bottle
whi ch Hrriss had managed to water down. Then he took hinself off.

"What a head he's going to have tonorrow " Todd said, shaking his head
synmpat hetically as he watched Jilamey's wavering path toward the Archive
room "He didn't contest your record." Loyally Todd consi dered that

om ssion a slight on his best friend.

"I expect no one nmentioned it to him' Hrriss said uninterestedly.

"No one tells the story of the second-place Hunt. Listeners want to
hear only about the first-place achievenent." Sonetime |ater, when
Jil aney came back, Todd courteously extended the jug of watered nl ada.

"No, no nmore for me, thank you ever so. | believe | have had sufficient
for this evening,' he said, slurring words whi ch were neverthel ess
courteous.

"I must seek my quarters. How can you possibly | ook so - - so hearty?"
H s manner abruptly turned accusing.

"Clean living,' Todd said jokingly. "But |I assure you that when |
finally see ny quarters, | shall not nmove for two days."



"Yes, well, | checked your record-just to know the facts, you see,' the
Terran put in quickly, with a shaned expression. "I apologize. | wll

never agai n doubt anything you tell nme. Twelve point four three neters!
How | wish I'd seen that fight."

"It was a good one,' Todd said with quiet satisfaction

"I't nust have been." Jilanmey snmiled with genuine good hunor.
"You're too nuch to be true, Todd Reeve, but 1'd rather you beside nme in
the Hunt than anyone else |'ve ever net on any world."

"Thanks,' Todd said, shaking the hand Jilaney held out to him "It'd be
an honor." Landreau shook hands with Hrriss, too, and staggered off
toward t he guest acconmmodati ons.

"I could wish that another of his stripe would reassess our honor,"
Hrriss said.

"Let's just hope that one suddenly doesn't appear on any panel of
inquiry you and | have to face, Todd replied. "He doesn't think much
about Reeve honor and that's all we've got: honor."

CHAPTER 3

A LOUD CLAT'|' ERING AND ThE FEEL OF rough hands woke Todd from a sound
sl eep.

There were nen in blue unifornms | eaning over him shouting in | oud
voi ces and shaki ng his shoul ders.

It revived an old nightrmare he had had the first tine he'd seen those
uni forms, twenty-five years before. They were Spacedep nmarines, the
same units that had acconpani ed Landreau to Doona, to round up the
colonists so they could be sent back to Earth. For a nonment he was siXx
years old again, the giant snakes were being herded through the village
under Landreau's order, and his famly was in danger. The Hrrubans,

i ncluding Hruna, the greatest, nost inportant of themall, were behind
him He had to hurry to save the other Humans.

He rai sed his hand to keep the soldier from grabbing himagain to hustle
himaway to the convoy ship. An adult arminterceded, and the marine
stepped back. Todd stared at the arm Was it his father's?

No, it was his own. In a noment, reality reasserted itself, and Todd
cal med down. He was grown-up and could protect hinself. There was no
need to assunme i nmedi ately that anything was wong. The marine was
waiting a few feet away fromthe bed. H s fellows stood in the doorway.

Todd could see his nother and father just behind them Pat |ooked
worried, and Ken furious.

"Todd Reeve,' the marine said, reading fromthe plastic film containing
his orders. "You are instructed to acconpany us to the presence of the
Treaty Councillors.™"

"Certainly, gentlenen,' Todd said, throwing off the blanket. "Alow ne
a nonent to dress?" Todd had gone to bed only an hour before sunrise.
Once the remai ning guests went honme with their hosts, he and the other



vol unteers who could still stand had spent several hours cleaning up
The Hunters anong them had had no sleep since the niglit before, and
they were weary. Hrriss had been reeling with fati gue when he nounted
up to head toward the bridge to go hone. Todd was glad that he lived so
close to the Assenbly Hall

Much farther, and he'd be spending the night curled up where he dropped
from exhaustion. He barely managed to strip off his new silk shirt and
hang it up before falling into bed. H's good trousers hadn't fared so
wel |, hiking to his knees under the bl anket when he thrust his |egs
down. He had been too exhausted to straighten them out before he
dropped off to sleep. The guards waited inpatiently while he splashed
some water on his face and shaved qui ckly.

It would seemthat matters had taken a turn for the worse while he
slept. A marine guard neant that the Treaty violation was now bei ng
addr essed.

He hoped truth would be all the defense he and Hrriss would need before
a panel of inquiry.

The sky still wore the pale, noist veil of early norning when Todd
reached the pad where the AThatross stood. Hrriss was already there,
standi ng under the chill sky between his father, Hrrestan, and Conmander

Rogitel, assistant director of Spacedep. Ken Reeve had wanted to
acconpany his son, but the marine sergeant had denied him

Todd was relieved to see that at |east Hu Shih, as |eader of the Human
settlers, was present. The old man's clothes were runpled, as if he had
hastily grabbed the nearest to hand. He was talking in a |ow worried
tone with a small woman wearing a | ong robe tagged with the insignia of
a Councill or.

So, Todd thought, one of the Treaty Councillors had been called away
fromthe crucial negotiations to be present when the ship was opened.
From her weary expression, she had been waiting a long tine.

She was a small, elderly woman with dark skin and dark gray-shot curls
whi ch clustered closely around her head. Treaty Island was not so nuch
an island as a minor continent which lay in the southern oceans a third
of the way around Doona, which nade this hour midday for her

Todd coul d have wished it were nidday here and he'd been able to get
enough sleep to keep his wits about him

Hrriss | ooked expressionless, which meant to his old friend that he was
deeply concerned. The gl ance he exchanged wi th Todd enphasi zed t he fact
that the situation was as bad as it could be. It would have been nuch
better for both Todd and Hrriss had they been able to approach the
Treaty Council of their own volition-which they had pl anned to do once
the Hunt was over. But, despite his feelings of foreboding at the
preci pi tous manner, he and Hrriss had the truth to support their
actions. It was only that Landreau, and others, had been waiting for
just such an incident. The presence of narines nagnified the incident
out of proportion.

The presence of Rogitel, one of Landreau's senior |ieutenants on hand,
meant that the Council had to convene an inquiry: just as Kelly had
war ned.



"Councillor Dupuis,' Rogitel said, bowing slightly to her, "the
perpetrators are now present."

"It has only just cone to our attention,' Councillor Dupuis said in a
wi thering tone, "that this ship has violated the Treaty.

"Hrriss and | reported the incident as soon as we | anded, Councillor,"
Todd said politely. "Accordingly, the vessel was sealed. "The Treaty,
as a condition of the Amal gamated Worlds charter, requires all ships to
be inspected after out-systens flights upon | anding.

Postflight inspection is a requirement under the law, if for no other
reason than fumigation and irradiation, and inspection of the ship's
l og. "

"Madam ' Hrrestan began politely, holding up a hand to stay the marine's
action, "if this is nerely postflight inspection, why have the soldiers
been brought here and why is this gentleman present?" The Hrruban

i ndi cated Rogitel.

"We received information that this ship did not undergo a postflight

i nspection, that it has been sealed for two weeks, and may be invol ved
in a Treaty violation,' the Councillor said. She answered Hrrestan in
the formal Hrruban of diplomacy, a courtesy which boded no good at all

"Natural ly Commander Rogitel as Spacedep's representative is present.
The violation is alleged to involve an uninhabited satellite of a star
system " Todd felt his spirits sink to a new |low. Leaving the Al batross
seal ed was no crine, and indeed, such postflight inspections were not
al ways conpleted in a tinmely fashion. As long as the ship had been
seal ed, the inspectors didn't nuch mind. Ken and Hu Shih had been

i nfornmed of the incident; they had told Hrrestan, who was scarcely
likely, even under the stringent codes of honor under which Hrrubans
operated, to jeopardize his only child. No one else should have had
that information. Ken and Hu m ght have been annoyed that the two
friends had told Kelly, but she'd ve told no one, know ng how very
serious this could be. So who could have | eaked that information?

Clearly only those who had set the trap into which Todd and Hrriss had
fallen.

"A serrious charrge this is,' Hrestan said, also in the formal tongue.
He sounded calm but his pupils were slitted to mere lines, a sure sign
that the ol der Hrruban was deeply troubl ed.

"Serious, indeed,' Councillor Dupuis said. "I require a deposition from
the ship's crew before the ship is unsealed.”

"I trust,' Commander Rogitel put in so suavely that his manner al arned
Todd, "that there has been no tanpering with that seal ?"

"Exam ne it yourself, Commander Rogitel,' Hu Shib said, very nuch on his
dignity at hearing such aspersions cast.

"Hmm it |ooks untouched,' Rogitel said, taking a long tinme peering at
the seal, though he didn't touch it.

"Reeve!l Hrriss!"™ The Councillor waved them forward to the seal ed hatch
"Do you swear and affirmthat you took nothing out of this ship besides
articles of clothing and personal effects?" They nodded sol emmly,



raising their right hands simultaneously. "That the contents listed
here on the | anding mani fest were signed by the | andi ng supervisor at
the tine of disenbarkation?”

"l do,' Todd said with a formal bow
"I do,' Hrriss echoed with an equally formal bow.

hth a gesture, the Councillor ordered the marine sergeant to break the
seal. As he touched the control pad, the hatch slid back, and a whoosh
of stale air made those nearest, including the Councillor, recoil. Todd
t hought that that was one mark on their side as he saw Dupui s recognize
what that inplied. Lights came up inside the Al batross and the sergeant
stepped politely aside as the ranmp extruded the few feet to the ground.
The port workers swarnmed aboard to do the funmigation routine. They were
as quick as they were efficient and very shortly left the ship with a
nod fromthe foreman that their task was conpl eted

The Councill or acknow edged this and then gestured for Todd and Hrriss
to follow her into the Al batross. Rogitel followed them still wearing
that bl andly snug expression. Wile he wasn't |ike his superior
Landreau, who bl ustered when angry, Rogitel was cool headed and very

qui et, a dangerously msleading trait, which tenpted the unwary to talk
in his presence under the delusion that he wasn't listening. Rogite
mssed little, and he shared Landreau's bitter feelings about Doona.

Kelly's warning about himwas all too tinely.

"This is a very serious matter,' the Councillor said as they foll owed
her to the cabin of the Albatross while the ventilation system sucked
away the fumigation mst. "W have incontrovertible information

gl eaned fromthe orbiting buoy around Hrrilnorr system that a ship, now
identified as the Al batross, passed through the perimeter of that

system Both of you should know,' and she paused to make plain her

poi nt that they should know, "that Hrrilnorr is a proscribed system and
may not be entered. Do you have any explanation that will justify such
a violation?"

"Yes, we did enter that system ma'am' Todd said wi thout the slightest
apol ogy in his tone.

Rogitel raised an eyebrow very slightly and sucked in his pale cheeks at
such an open admi ssion of guilt. "In response to a Mayday nessage
broadcasting over the emergency frequency. Qur |og tape shows a bol o of
t he obj ect broadcasting that Mayday and we both felt justified, in that
circunmstance, to enter a proscribed system and render such aid as was

needed. |In view of the proscription, Hriss, as a Hruban citizen
answered the appeal If you will viewthe log tapes, Councillor, 1I'm
certain you will agree that our action was justified." Todd gestured for

her to precede himto the cargo bay.

The Councillor pursed her thin Iips, but there was an el enent of
surprise in her manner as she noved down the short corridor, with Todd
Hrriss, Rogitel, and the marines following. "Then of course | wll

i nspect your log tapes. |If you were answering a Mayday, this puts an
entirely different conplexion on the matter. But it would have been
wi ser,' and she pinned themw th a harsh stare, "to have reported the
maf | er sooner, rather than later."

"The Hunt, ma'am is of great inportance to Doona, and Hrriss and | were



responsi ble for its success,' Todd said, not so nuch in apology as in
expl anati on.

Dupui s rai sed her eyebrows in an expression of disagreement of his
priorities.

"What a cl ever explanation for breaking interdict at Hrilnorr,' Rogite
said, his eyes cold. "Have you an equally glib explanation for these?"
At the commander's gesture, a marine lifted off the panel on the front
of the drives cabinet, revealing a nunber of small packages.

Rogitel tore the wappings off one and held it up. "Wuld you m nd
telling me what this is?" Astonished, Todd stared at the hand-sized

[ unp.

It looked like a free-formrock swirled with multiple colors, I|ike
sunshine on oil. He'd seen sonething like it on educational tapes in
school, when they studied the biology of other alien species. "It |ooks

like a cotopoid egg case." Todd felt sick

Cot opoi d egg cases were priceless and rarely available on any legitimte
mar ket, since they were artifacts of another interdicted system

"Now, tell me how it got there, behind your engine control panel

"I don't know,' Todd said, staring disbelievingly at the equi pment
cabinet. "It wasn't there when | |ast inspected the engines."

"When you last inspected the engines. And when was that?" Rogite
asked.

"Remenber, you are speaking before the Treaty Councill kor."

"Before we took off from Doona,' Todd replied, his mnd racing. When
had these incrimnating packages been inserted in the control panel s?

On Doona where a nechanic in Spacedep's pay woul d have had access to the
Al batross? O on Hrretha during that second, totally redundant
"servicing' ?

"And these?" the Spacedep official denanded.

"What about these?" There seemed to be dozens of small artifacts shoved
bet ween the el enents of the machinery. Wen the marines renoved ot her
panel s, still nore bags and bottles were reveal ed.

Sone were opened to expose objects of great value and rarity, also from
i nterdicted systens.

Part of Todd's bewi lderment reflected a droll anusenent at the sheer

vol ume of purloined valuables that Hriss and he were supposed to have
assenbl ed. But any amusenment was soon drowned by the obvious fact that
a lot of trouble had gone into framing themw th such a wi despread cache
of illegal treasures.

"I have no idea where any of this cane from Todd said in staunch
repudi ati on as he suppresse( the rising anger he felt at such
| ong- pl anne treachery.

"Such a display woul d have taken weeks to gather W did not,' Hrriss



said with stiff dignity, his tai tip twitching with indignation

He turned to thi Councillor. "W answered a Mayday call. The tape:
will verify this."

"Then how did those get there?" Rogitel demanded as yet another cache
was di scover ed.

"W are not responsible for their presence on th( Al batross,' Todd said,
his tone as expressionless al Hriss's. "There were no such illega
items on boarc this ship when we |l eft Doona. | oversaw the chec

nmysel f." Rogitel's heavy lids | owered over cold blue eyes "Then where
did they come aboard?" Rogitel asked in a poisonously reasonable tone.

"The Hrrethans insisted on a conplinmenta service of the Al batross while
we were attending the cerenonies there,' Todd said, making no
accusations. "Wen we | anded, we reported the incideni to my father

The portmaster's deputy, Linc Newy, had properly affixed the seal ."
"That is the | anest explanation you've yet advanced, Reeve,' Rogite

said. "The seals on the hatch were intact. They were placed there not
hal f an hour after the ship had | anded, according to the portmaster's
log. It would have taken far |onger than half an hour for anyone to

secrete all these itenms. Therefore, you two are the only ones capable
of concealing the artifacts on this shipsonetime between your departure
from Doona and your return, via the Hrrilnorr system' Rogitel was

wi ndi ng hinmself up to a good display of outraged anger.

"Counci |l or Dupuis, these young men, so trusted by their parents, have
been using their privileged position as trusted nessengers of Alrel dep
to pillage treasures frominterdicted pl anets.

Alreldep will be shocked at the abuse of their trust."

"I amnot Alreldep,' Hriss said coldly. "I ama Hrruban, a citizen of
Rral a, on whose behalf | made the journey with Todd Reeve to Hrretha.
answer to the Hrruban Hi gh Council of Speakers and to the Treaty
Counci | | ors.

Not to Spacedep."

"I stand reproved,' Rogitel said with noticeable sarcasm "You shal
i ndeed answer to the Treaty Councillors and your own H gh Council of
Speakers.

Just then, one of the marines pulled the panel "fromthe |ast cabinet,
the ship's |l og recorder

Behi nd the netal sheet, sonme of the equi pnent had been nmoved to one side
to make room for an ovoid white stone, at |east a neter high

It resenbled Terran al abaster, except that it had an inner illum nation
of its owm. The Spacedep official regarded it froma safe distance.

"The very presence of such a gem' and Hrriss extended his forefinger
claw fully sheathed, at the |um nous Byzanian G ow Stone, "supports our
i nnocence. They are only found deep inside the caverns of the planet.
The log will show how little time we spent in that system far too short
a span to have | anded, searched, and found a dow Stone of that quality.
Further,' he went on, holding up his hand, "they are why the systemis



proscribed. The effects of the nmneral's enmissions are not yet fully
i nvestigated."

"But their possible danger makes themall the nore collectible,' Rogite
said, an air of triunph in his stance. "Arrest them " he ordered the
mari nes who bracketed Hrriss and Todd, weapons drawn.

"We are innocent,' Todd said, standing erect and ignoring his escort.

Hu Shih stepped forward to block the exit. "l protest, Madam
Councillor. | have known these young nmen far too long to entertain for
one noment that they are guilty of transgressing a Treaty whose terns

t hey have scrupul ously obeyed and upheld for twenty-four years. O,
and Hu Shih strai ghtened his shoulders in denial, "jeopardize thensel ves
and the world they hold dear by pilfering baubles.”

"You call that,- and Rogitel pointed at the Byzanian d ow Stone, "
baubl e?"

a

"It isin ny eyes,' Hu Shih said in measured contenpt.

"Perhaps,' said Councillor Dupuis, "but this matter has gone froma

m nor infraction to systematic robbery and the arrest is to proceed."
"To that | must concur,' Hu Shih said, bowing to her, "but an arned
escort is unnecessary and insulting. | can speak with full confidence
that neither Todd nor Hrriss will resist the due process of |aw

Counci |l l or Dupuis accepted his statenment and gestured for the squad
| eader to have his nmen rehol ster their weapons.

"These . . ." and Dupuis waved at the array of incrimnating evidence
"are to be inpounded, identified, and placed in the highest security."
"Renove that Stone with care,' Hrrestan said to the two mari nes who were
about to lift the Byzanian Stone out of its hiding place.

"Yes,' Rogitel said, stepping in front of Hrrestan and ostentatiously
t aki ng charge of the renoval

"Don't touch it with your bare hands or let it touch unprotected skin.
Treat it as carefully as you woul d radi oacti ve substances. And it's
heavy. "

"What, sir?" asked one of the marines, a glazed expression on his face.
He had been standing right beside the Stone since the panel had been
opened.

Now the |ight seened to pul se, drawi ng every eye to it.

Shadi ng eyes with one hand and stepping quickly around Rogitel, Hrrestan
pull ed the man away fromthe white light. The marine shook his head,
| ooki ng puzzl ed.

"He has been affected by it already. W nust all |eave before the
Stone's effect spreads,' Hrrestan said. "The nost noticeable effect it
has is an interference with short-termnmenory." As Hrriss and Todd
dutifully proceeded with their escort, Todd caught a glinpse of Rogitel
di sconnecting the flight log recorder. He carried it out of the ship
cradled in his arms |like a bubble made of gl ass.

Once the group was outside, technicians sealed the ship once nore with



fiberglass wafers, and Councillor Dupuis affixed her own seal

Hrriss and Todd were hustled to a shuttle which had | anded whil e they
were inside the Al batross.

"That d ow Stone,' Hrriss nurnmured as they were led to seats, "affects
nore than nen."

"Quiet therel No conversation between crininals,' Rogitel said, no nore
t he suave di pl omat but the acknow edged jail or

"Crimnality has yet to be proved,' Hrriss said as he was pushed into a
seat while Todd was taken farther down the aisle before settled.

They were advised to fasten their safety harnesses and were then
studiously ignored by the marine guard.

During the entire journey to Treaty Island, no one even offered them
anything to eat or drink, although Rogitel and the marines ate a |ight
nmeal .

Per haps, Todd thought, sunk in a negative nood, it was as well he and
Hrriss could not speak. Rogitel would construe it as collusion to be
sure their "explanations' tallied before interrogation. But Todd did
not need to speak to Hriss to know that his friend would be as puzzled
as he that dozens of illegal items had been secreted on the Al batross, a
ship used al nost exclusively by thenselves on official tours of duty.

And the positioning of the Byzanian G ow Stone indicated a good try at
janmming the recorder. His kick nust have tipped the Stone sufficiently
to restore the function, but had the Stone's radiation erased the tape?
Wuld the all-inportant Mayday still be recorded?

Surely machinery was a little less receptive to the dow Stone's effects
than a Hunman? And the Mayday was the only proof of their innocence
ri ght now.

Once the shuttle landed on Treaty Island, the two prisoners were hurried
i nside the huge Federation Center. Hrriss had only a glinpse of the

hi gh, white stone | aade before they were rushed up the stairs and

t hrough a maze of identical hallways.

There was no sound but the clatter of boot heels on the snooth surface
of the floors. The sergeant stopped before a door, its naneplate bl ank
and status sign registering "enpty."

"You'll wait here until the Council is ready for you,' the sergeant
said. "Food and drink will be brought in a bit."

"That is nost considerate,' Hrriss said in Terran Standard. The nunbness
of shock had receded sufficiently to make hi maware of an intense thirst
and, |ess insistent, some hunger

"You're a Treaty prisoner and the courtesies are observed,' the sergeant
said, but Hrriss could see that the nan approved of his use of Terran

Hrriss knew that the military armof both parent governments was nade up
of fierce patriots who preferred their own culture in all ways.

It was one of the reasons there was no standing force of any kind of



Doona, the synmbol of conpromise. As the Treaty Organization was trying
to maintain a separate but equal nethod of expansion in trading and

col oni zati on, each culture needed to remain i ndependent fromthe other
That woul d make a Doonan "arny' an unacceptable third force.

"Hear tell you all had some party last night,' the guard said, sounding
almost friendly. "Wat's keeping you?" he added, |ooking down the hal
just as Todd, between his guards, reached the room "In you go." The
escort stood aside to |let Todd enter.

"Food and drink com ng."

"Thanks, Sergeant,' Todd said, and his stonmach runbled. Whether the
sergeant heard that or not was irrelevant, for he closed the door
firmy. Both Hriss and Todd heard the | ock mechanismwhirr, and the
bul b over the door lit up redly.

They al so heard the stanp of boots as sonmeone stood to attention outside
the room

The two prisoners turned to viewthe room No nore than three neters on
a side, with a | ong wi ndow running along the wall opposite the door.

A broad table was set underneath the wi ndow, a tape reader on its
surface but no tapes in it or blanks ready to be used. There were three
padded chairs against the wall: a cheerless functional cubicle.

"Are they likely to listen in?" Hrriss asked.
"I doubt it,' Todd said, glancing at the door

"Looks like a research room not an interrogation facility, in spite of
that tape reader." He had been listening to the sound of his voice.
"I't's soundproofed. Scholars insist on that as an aid to deep thought
and concentration. Fardles, despite what they haul ed out of cabinets
and crannies on the Albatross, we're still only alleged Treaty breakers,
not actual crimnals."

"W mght as well be, Zodd, with all the treasures Rogitel pulled out of
hiding,' Hriss said gloonily.

"Hu Shih didn't believe we took them Neither did your father!' Todd
began to pace with sone agitation. "All the way here | kept trying to
renmenber every tinme we've |left the Al bie unguarded and open. Suffering
snakes, Hrriss, that stuff could have been planted anytinme the | ast few
years.

"Not if proper service checks were carried out, zGQdd, and you supervi sed
the I ast one yourself,' Hrriss rem nded him

"Yeah, so | did. Then the junk has to have been planted during that
phony servicing on Hrretha.

There' d've been time to platinumthe hull. Furthernore,' and now Todd
whirled on Hrriss, pointing his index finger at his friend, "Rogitel was
on Hrretha, and lurking close to us all the time. To prevent us from
goi ng back to our ship to see just what sort of servicing was being
done?" Wen Hrriss nodded agreenent with that thought, Todd conti nued,
"Furthermore, we filed our flight plan, sane as always, and, despite
that short detour to Hrrilnorr system we weren't nmuch behind schedul e



| andi ng back on Doona, were we?" Though Hrriss recognized the validity
of that logic, he knew that Todd was tal king hinself out of despair even
as he offered the same hope to Hrriss.

"We always register flight plans,' Hriss said. "W leave and arrive on
tine at all destinations."”

"So,' and Todd stopped pacing | ong enough to whirl back to Hrriss,
"where do they think we had time to pick up all those juicy little
rarities?

Cot opoi ds are found on only three planets in two systens, if | remenber
rightly, and none of themon any route we've taken recently.

| can't identify half of the other stuff but,' and now he sighed, "that
dammed Byzanian G ow Stone is genuine and there's only one place you can
cone by them and we were orbiting above it."

"Al'l our flight plans are on record,' Hrriss said, finding reassurance
in that fact, "and they will prove our innocence. Cone, stop pacing. It
suggests a guilty mnd." Todd pl opped down next to Hrriss and shoved the
third chair a short distance away so the two of themcould share it to
prop their feet. Hrriss disposed his tail confortably through the
opening in the rear of his chair and conposed hinself.

"There's somet hing nagging at nme,' Todd said after a few nonments.

He circled his hand in the air, trying to catch hold of an el usive
t hought. " Somet hing Councillor Dupuis said, that they had received
i nformation that the Al bie had been identified by the Hrilnorr beacon

Isn't it alittle soon for such to reach Hrruban Security? That beacon
didn't dispatch a robot probe when we passed it, which is the only way
that the data would get here short of a nonth. It shouldn't have been
pi cked up for another few weeks even by digital rapid-transfer. That's
why my father thought that the matter could be deferred until after
Snake Hunt." Hrriss yawned broadly, showi ng fangs, incisors, and
grinders that Todd al ways found an inpressive array. "W both know how
i nterdi ct beacons operate. But there were other people using Hrilnorr
as a warp-junp coordinate. Perhaps they collected the nessage and
reported the infraction."

"Whose side are you on?" Todd demanded, half joking. Hrriss often

pl ayed devil's advocate when they had to reason through a problem "A
little too coincidental to please ne, especially with the Treaty Renewal
imnent." Hrriss yawned agai n.

"Who el se was using the Hrrilnorr connection, Hriss?"
"I do not renenber, only that sone were

"But | thought nost of the top brass cane by transport grid. And
Rogitel is not the type to plan practical jokes. Nor is Landreau, and
this thing was planned." Hrriss was working his bottominto the padded
seat, trying to make hinself confortable enough to sleep. Todd often

wi shed he had the Hrruban propensity for sleep. Despite their generally
high | evel of activity when awake, they could, and did, take naps
anytime opportunity offered.

"I agree,' Hrriss nunbled. He caught hinmself in the act of falling



asleep. "We were prom sssed food and drink. | could sleep better with
a full belly. But |I need sleep to nmake sense out of this situation. |
had only an hour in nmy bed whenever this norning was. He sat up
suddenly anxious. "I hope ny nother will feed the ocel ots when evening
cones.

If they're not fed, they will go in search of food and raid ny
nei ghbor's ssliss coop again.

"You'll be home to feed themyourself,' Todd said.

"I hope so but the ocelots do enjoy ssliss eggs.

"Don't talk about eggs. [|'mstarved." Wen Hrriss yawned even nore
broadly than before, Todd regarded himin disgruntlenment. "And, damm
your lousy furred pelt, you can sleep. | can't when |'m starving.

"Then wake me when the neal comes,' Hrriss advised, and settling

hi nsel f, his chin dropped to his chest, his hands, so oddly nore hunman
than the rest of him relaxing in his lap while his tail hung slack
behind him the tip only occasionally tw tching.

Todd sighed, settling back, legs stretched out in front of him crossed
at the ankles on the supporting chair, and began running over the day's
happeni ngs. Who had placed those incrimnating itens on the Albie? He
turned to ask what Hrriss thought. Hrriss's breathing had sl owed,
becorme steady and shallow. The gentle oscillation of the tip of
Hrriss's tail attracted Todd's attention. |Its nmovenent was hypnotic and
soothing. As Tod watched it, his own eyes grew heavy. After a while,
despite his hunger, he dozed off.

"As you can see, Madam Councillor,' Rogitel continued, running the
recorded flight |Iog back to the beginning, "the so-called rescue m ssion
to Hrrilnorr was only the last stop in a series of piracies these twO
young reprobates conmitted." Landreau's aide was able to act as
prosecutor before the Treaty Council only because noncol oni zabl e
Human- cl ai med pl anets were kept under the aegis of his departnment.

Entries in the log of the Al batross suggested that the ship had visited
at least three in that category.

The 1 og went through a further playback, projecting its hol ographic

i mges onto a platformwhile sound was broadcast through wall speakers.
Hu Shih, Hrrestan, Rogitel, and Ken Reeve glowered at the inmages while
Counci | | or Dupui s's expressi on was i nmpassive.

That norning, as soon as the marines had left with Todd in custody, Ken
had persuaded Martinson, the portmaster, to let himgo to Treaty Island
via transport grid, for Martinson had al so been called to give a
deposition. Now Martinson sat nervously hunched over his fol ded hands.
Allowing the Albatross to go uninspected for so long was a black nmark on
his record. He, too, was risking censure, even disnmissal, if a crine
resulted fromnegligence even by his subordinate, Newy.

"No fewer than eight |andings are recorded between the date the scout
ship left Doona and the date on which it returned here,' Rogitel said.

"Eight! And only the one on Hretha |legitinate.

Here." He stopped the tape and rewound it. "Here is their so-called



rescue, after they had passed through the perinmeter of Hrrilnorr." The
hol ogram showed t he nose of the ship as it approached a distant sun. An
audi o signal for help crowded by static cane out of the speakers. The
audio monitors then erupted with the siren call of the interdict alarm
but the ship passed w t hout stopping.

Hrriss's voice could be heard responding to the Mayday nessage.

The print update on the screen showed Hrrilnorr's identification nunber
and | ocation. Then the ship's nose penetrated the cloud | ayer of the
pl anet' s at nosphere.

"Naturally,' Rogitel's insidious voice went on, "the system s buoy did
not record the Mayday, since it did not exist. That could so easily be
patched into the log by either conspirator. Both have the necessary
qual i fications.

Then the canera eye upturned for landing, to show the stern of the ship
as it touched down on grassoids flattened by the exhaust fromthe
engi nes.

Counci |l I or Dupuis | ooked down at her notes for a long noment. Her face
showed inner conflict.

"This is far nore serious than a sinple violation

There is no choice but to mae an exhaustive formal inquiry into this
matter."

"I heartily concur,' Ken Reeve said so enphatically that Rogite

regarded himin stunned amazenent. "A formal inquiry that will clear ny
son and Hrriss of every one of these ridicul ous accusations."” The Treaty
Controll er sl aimmed his gavel down on the bench. He was the ranking
Hrruban on Doona, and had been nonminated to his post by the Third
Speaker of the Hrruban H gh Council. It was a bad tine for one of
Third's minions to be the senior Councillor on Doona; Third had been
agai nst the joint colony fromthe day Humans were di scovered. Ken tried
to take confort in the fact that the Controller was reputed to be a just
personage who tried each case on its individual nerit.

"Please be silent, M. Reeve. W take the log tape in evidence." He
addressed the hol ographic recorder. "This hearing is to deci de whether
Todd Reeve andlor Hrriss, son of Hrrestan, have violated the Treaty of
Doona, and to what degree." Testinobny was then taken from Martinson, who
expl ai ned that the Al batross had gone unsearched two weeks ago due to
ext enuati ng circumnstances.

"They were Snake Hunt Masters and | know how nuch time and pl anni ng t hat
takes to prevent trouble. They told the duty officer that they urgently
needed to take advice on a protocol matter. Since the ship was scal ed
and its papers in order, Newy granted their request."

"And is this | axness typical of your adm nistration of your post as
portmaster?" Rogitel inquired acidly.

"No, Conmander, it is not,' the portmaster said, eyes flashing.
"I"ve been in this job fifteen years, and |'ve known Todd and Hrriss al

that time. 1 had no reason to suspect that there was anything out of
t he ordinary about this |anding."



"Whose advice were they in such a hurry to obtain?"

"M ne,' Ken spoke up, and was relieved as he succeeded i n naking eye
contact with the Spacedep official. Ken held that contact, trying to
| ook the disgust he felt. He had never ceased to dislike and di strust
bureaucrats. and Rogitel was nearly as bad an exanple of the type as
Landr eau.

"And when were the seals on the hatch cut?" the Treaty Controller wanted
to know.

"Not in my presence,' Martinson said in an aggrieved tone. "M
assistant, Lincoln Newy was deputized in ny absence, but in sonething
as serious as this |I should have been there! | have no idea who el se

was there. Wien | did arrive, the ship was already open, with troops
pouring all over it." Next Ken Reeve gave his evidence. Under irritated
prompting fromRogitel, Ken repeated the story that Todd and Hrriss had
told himtwo weeks before.

"I believe them' he insisted at the end. "They were genuinely
di stressed when they realized they'd been tricked into violating an
interdicted system"

"W have asked you to draw no conclusions,' the Treaty Controller said
ponderously. Ken nodded, angrily swallowing the rest of his opinions,
and sat down.

The Council proceeded thereafter to take evidence fromthe sergeant of
t he Spacedep mari nes who had searched the Al batross.

Rogitel testified that he had received information froma confidential
source, whom he declined to identify, that there m ght be contraband
aboard the ship.

"Furthermore, | wish to put on record ny disgust that two such
untrustworthy men were all owed the unsupervised use of a scout ship!' he
finished in a voice trenbling with outrage.

"l have studied the records of the defendants, "43

Conmander Rogitel,' Madam Dupuis said, sternly raising her voice above
Ken's as he erupted fromhis chair to protest the slander, "and find
absol utely no proof to support a claimof dishonesty or
irresponsibility. You will kindly retract such an unsupported remark."
If Rogitel did so with an ill grace, at least he did so and it would be
in the record.

"W will see'-Madam Dupui s hesitated-'the two young men now.

Ken Reeve took that as a good sign: the Councillor was by no neans
convi nced of Rogitel's daming evi dence.

Todd and Hrriss were brought in then, and sworn in as w tnesses.

As one, they turned to face the table. As accustonmed as they were to

di pl omatic events, facing the full Treaty Council with little sleep and
only a dry sandwi ch to eat was not auspicious. The hol ographic tape was
run once nore in their presence.



The first |anding was shown, and the two young nen were stunned.
"This can't be our log,' Todd protested. "W made no | anding.
This nmust be a mistake."

"Silence!" the Treaty Controller demanded, rapping his gavel.
"Continue." Todd and Hrriss watched, incredul ous, as the hol ographic
replay continued. At each entry and departure, the |ID signal repeated
on-screen. There was no question that it matched the Al batross's code.
When the tape finished, the Treaty Controller turned to them

"As the | og shows, you visited several off-linmts worlds, and took
therefrom prohibited materials, and in sone cases, precious and val uabl e
items of historical worth. | must say, your thefts were nonpartisan. My
notes show that sone of them came from Hrruban-marked pl anets, and sone
fromthe Amal gamated Worlds. What can you offer as your defense?"

"Sir, something's skewed,' Todd said agitatedly.

"W passed into only one prohibited system Hrrilnorr, and only to
respond to a Mayday message.

That rmuch of this tape is accurate. The rest has been added. W nade
no entries into other interdicted zones."

"But why is there no Mayday nessage recorded in the al arm beacon
orbiting the systen?" Rogitel asked. "Such beacons are designed for

t hat purpose, to record transm ssions that originate within its range of
sensitivity."

"I have no ready explanation . . sir,' Todd added after a pause. "A
flaw in the mechani sn? The in-system sensor mal functioning? Plenty of
buoys are damaged by space debris. But Hrriss and | heard the call for
hel p.

W diverted fromour planned route to respond. Al we found was that
buoy, orbiting the fourth planet.

"A marker buoy, as you say,' Rogitel intoned coldly. "You broke Treaty
Law for an unmanned probe?"

"We did not know it was a marker buoy at the tine we heard its nmessage,’
Todd replied, trying to keep his voice | evel

"45
"It is what we found,' Hrriss said coolly, "broadcasting the distress
nmessage. " The Hrruban extended a pointed claw and repl ayed the section

of the |og.

"Mayday, Mayday,' said the tape. "Anyone who is within the sound of ny
voi ce, Mayday! We require assistance. Qur ship is down and damaged.

Mayday!" The nessage began to repeat, and Hrriss shut it off.
"Every pilot of whatever species nmust respond to such a nessage.

As Zodd said, we could not ignore a Mayday. It would be uncivilized."
Rogitel stood up. "Please tell the Council directly: where did you find



t he buoy?"
"We found it orbiting Hrilnorr I'V."

"The Buoy Authority lists no such installation in orbit around Hrrilnnorr
I V.

There are no extrafl eous beacons orbiting in that system There are
only two assigned to it, each one All perpendicular to the plane of the
ecliptic above and bel ow. "

"There was a third one,' Todd said in weary rebuttal. "The buoy was
broadcasting the nessage for help that's recorded on our log. It stil
sounds genuine. W couldn't and didn't ignore it." Dismssively Rogite
switched of f the audio.

"Anyone coul d have recorded that message in your ship's nmenory.
The voice is broadcasting in Mddle Hrruban, the | anguage of Doona.

The static could have been made by crunpling packing material near the
m crophone. You put it in yourself.

Wthout correlation, the nessage nust be accounted as false."

"I respectfully suggest that an analysis of the voice patterns of Hrriss
and Zodd be nade,' Hrrestan said. "Analysis will prove if one of them
recorded the Mayday message." Councillor Dupuis nade a note, noddi ng
acknow edgnent of Hrrestan's suggestion

"We didn't make that spurious recording,' Todd said, turning his head to
neet the eyes of the seven Council nenbers, "and we nost certainly did
not collect or secrete those artifacts in the equi pnent cabinets."
"Sinple lies to assuage your guilt, Rogitel retorted.

Todd's eyes flashed hotly. "I do not lie."
seat, but Hrriss pulled himdown.

He half sprang fromhis

"Councillors, may | speak?" Hu Shih rose sonmewhat stiffly to his feet.
"W have before us two reliable young nmen, considered rather nore than
unusual ly truthful by their elders and their peers.

Let a full inquiry establish what is fact or fiction."
"So ordered,' the Treaty Controller said, banging his gavel.
The Spacedep subdirector shrugged di sm ssively.

"That can take nonths. W have before us right now recorded proof that
differs greatly fromtheir verbal accounts. Surely this is sufficient
to deprive them of positions of high responsibility and trust. The
flight recorder has been placed in evidence. It shows |andings
preceding and following their landing on Hrilnorr. Their posted flight
pl an showed that they skimed the space between the Human and Hrruban
arms of the galaxy, so it is possible to have visited all these worlds
inthe time they were gone. In every case, they broke interdiction. 1In
only one did they attenpt to justify the fal sehood with a tale of

rescue. Look at the evidence' Rogitel swept an armto indicate the table
where nost of the contraband lay-'taken only this nmorning fromthe ship
t hey al one seemto use."



"The commander forgets one detail,' Hrriss said.

"The flight plan we filed with portrmaster Martinson is the shortest
possi bl e journey we coul d make between Hrretha and Rral a.

There was not time for us to have | anded on all these worlds and

coll ected these things in the weeks we were gone. Especially since our
log-in and | of -off tines were verifi~d." As if they had pl aced

t hensel ves in further jeopardy, Rogitel called up the bolo again and
poi nted out the tineldate designations. "The flight recorder says that
the tine was available to you

W have run it through conpcheck. Though the timing is tight, you would
have had the time."

"Only if we knew exactly where all these artifacts were, Hrriss
protested, "with no allowance for any tine to search. How could we know
where they were? It would have taken nonths to research archaeol ogica
and geol ogical data fromthe Treaty Island banks. O are you suggesting
that some of the researchers on Treaty Island are guilty of collusion
and deception, too?" Hrriss asked softly.

"The matter will be investigated,' was all the comander would say. He
addressed the Counci l

"Clearly the defendants are guilty of deviating fromtheir registered
flight path. Spacedep, as the body in charge of security and defense
for the Amal gamated Worl ds, demands that this matter be exami ned as
well."

"Tell me, Commander,' Todd demanded, |eanin across the table toward
Rogitel, "just why would Hriss and | wish to steal rarities like that?
Mucli | ess sonething as dangerous as that G ow Stone Where could we
possi bly fence our | oot w thoul being detected?

Especially as we are not scheduled to take any off-planet trips in the
next year?"

"W are innocent,' Hrriss added, his tone nore growl than speech

Rogitel did not quite flinch, but his body inclined ever so slightly
away fromthe Hrruban. "Machines cannot lie,' Rogitel said flatly.
"Only people can, and it would appear in this case, very poorly. And
you' -he pointed his finger at Todd-'you admit entering the Hrrilnorr
system You have just said that you recognize the danger of a d ow
Stone and that you know it is found only on Hrrilnorr IV There are many
ot her unscrupul ous persons in this galaxy who could use the 3 ow Stone's
pecul iar properties to excellent advantage. And those' now his finger
swung to point at Hrriss- "are particularly well known to Hrrubans.

"We adjourn for due consideration, said the senior Treaty Councill or
rising to his feet' to end this session. Hi s colleagues were equally
sol emn.

"This is a matter of unprecedented gravity." Every face was sol emm and,
in sone cases, sad.

This was the first time in twenty-five years that there had been any
infraction of the provisions of the Treaty. The ramfications were



prof ound, and could result in punishments ranging fromexile for the two
def endants, up through war and/or di sbandment of the colony. The
negoti ati ons among them for renewal of the Treaty had been under way for
several years. Al knewthat the twenty-fifth anniversary would be a
crucial time-a tinme when the Treaty could be easily swept aside. A
violation of this magnitude mght obliterate two and a half decades of
hope and dedi cation

Two of the Council, Madam Dupuis and Mrorra, were representatives of
Doonai Rral a, and were both second-wave settlers fromthe First Vill ages.

They were upset and puzzl ed, because they knew Todd and Hrriss well.
Neither could find credence in the facts that suggested these two, whose
friendship had created the Decision at Doona, could willfully destroy
the colony. Their interspecies friendship had been held up as a synbol
for Human/ Hrruban cooperation all over the gal axy.

"Therefore,' the Treaty Controller said heavily, "until the inquiry has
been conducted and a decision reached, the two defendants are under
house arrest. They are to be kept separated at their places of

resi dence, and interimconmunication denied.

This matter is adjourned pending investigation." The gavel banged once
nmore. It mght have been the report of a gun. Todd and Hrriss both
reacted as if it had been, startled, shocked, deeply hurt by even the
nmere thought of such a separation

But they were honorabl e young nen, and al t hough they held each other's
eyes for a long, long nmoment, they did not speak. Then, distressed and
saddened, they turned away from each ot her

No solitary confinenent could have been harder to bear

Especi al | y when they needed each other's support to prove their
i nnocence.

Ken Reeve was out of his seat a split second after the Council had filed
out of the chanber. He rushed around the table to his son

Hrrestan was as quick to go to Hrriss.
"Rogitel seens to have pretty daming evi dence agai nst you, Todd,' Ken
said, wearily shaking his head. "But | know you've told the truth, so

we'll beat this.

"What notive woul d we have for stealing such dunb stuff?" Todd asked his
father, his hands spread in a hel pl ess gesture of disbelief.

He felt nunbed by despair.

"Did either of you enter any or all of these interdicted systens?"
Hrrestan asked.

"Way woul d we? W al ways cone strai ght back to Doona, where we bel ong,’
Hrriss answered his father in the famlial form of Hrruban.

"You know how we hate those dammed mi ssions, Dad,' Todd added.

"And one thing nore, that dammed beacon with its phony nessage had a
destructive band. W were tractoring it up to the Al bie when we saw



that. Contact stuff fromthe look of it. Blowus and it up
"Way didn't you mention that earlier?" Ken denanded

"Hell, Dad, | only just renenbered it,' Todd said, scrubbing at his
tired face with hands that 11

nearly trenbl ed.

Ken | ooked at Hrrestan. "A detail that mght be useful. A convenient
shot woul d expl ode the beacon

"So it could,'" Hrrestan said, his tone thoughtful

"W will begin our own covert investigati6ébns. Little could we have
i magi ned that a minor infraction of the Treaty woul d be subsuned by a
| arger and horrendous charge of piracy and srmuggling. | wll initiate

inquiries for your defense on Hrruba."

"I"ve still some contacts on Earth through Sunmitral,' Ken said,

noti ceably brightening as actions became obvious. "H s daughter is here
on Treaty Island doing some research. [|'Il talk to her after | see you
on your way horme. | don't have all that many friends or allies on
Earth, but |I know we can count on that famly."

"Let's just hope none of our former Corridor or Aisle neighbors get w nd
of this," Todd said, trying for sone levity. It wung a sad grin from
Ken.

"You were never born for Earth, Todd, but you've always been a natura
here on Doona,' Ken said, "but | promse you, I'll holler down the doors
if it'd help.

"Someone must know where that beacon cane fromand who put it there."
When they left the chanber, Todd and Hrriss were hustled through the
bare corridors to the transport grid, which was |ocated in another part
of the building. Both were sent separately back via grid to the main
continent with an escort of armed guards. The last glinpse Todd had of
his best friend was Hrriss, standing too quietly between a guard

i eutenant and Hrrestan. H's fur seened to have lost all its luster and
his tail dragged in the dusi behind him Their eyes net, and Hrriss
nodded once to him Todd often felt that he could alnosi read the
Hrruban's mind but there was no such feeling between them now.

The i mage seenmed to disintegrate into mst, and then Todd was in the
m dst of the Hrruban village, facing the Friendship Bridge. Once he
crossed it, he wouldn't be all owed back over until his innocence was
proved. The thought made his feet feel heavy.

The guard acconpanied himto his famly ranch house, where Pat Reeve was
waiting. In the living room Kelly stood up when they cane in. Todd
was a little surprised to see her, until he realized that it had been
many hours since he'd been taken away.

She had probably conme over this nmorning to continue the talk the three
of them had been having the night before, and found he was gone.

The mari ne sergeant gave both wonmen a sharp salute and then wi thdrew,
taking his squad with him Pat hovered for a mnute, |looking fromKelly
to Todd, then went out toward the kitchen



"You must be hungry. | know we are. |1'Il fix us all a snack

"An armed escort? Wat happened?" Kelly asked, worried by the beaten
expression on Todd' s face.

"It's worse than | could have dreaned,' Todd said. "This isn't a sinple
case of an interdiction infraction. Oh, no, nothing sinple or easily
expl ained |ike answering a Mayday call. Hrriss and | seemto have been

to many planets in many interdicted systens, doing a fine job of
snmuggling rarities and classified itens, all of which we have been
secretly stashing around the Albie." He grinned sourly at the gasps that
elicited. "W're bigtine [ooters and purveyors of illegal artifacts,
and up on charges of smuggling and contraband, using our prestigious
position on Doonai Rrala to perpetrate crinmes against Hruba and Terra,
and half the planets in between. That log entry we felt would clear us
has had sone very interesting additions." He rubbed his eyes with one
hand. "1 don't know how they got there. ©One thing is certain: neither
Hrriss nor | put themthere. Then Rogitel kept insisting that we
falsified the Mayday signal to get into the Hrrilnorr system to steal a
Byzani an d ow Stone."

"A dow Stone? A real one?" Kelly asked, her voice breaking with
incredulity. "They've got one of those in the renote-handling research
lab on Hrruba. They're considered ultra-dangerous. And,' she added
with a facial grimace, "they are only found on Hrilnorr IV."

"Well, one was found in the communications cabinet,' Todd said. "And
what ever else it does, it deleted the short-term nenory of the marine
standing nearby. So Hrriss and | are not only smugglers and | ooters,
we're stupidly dangerous pirates."” H s nother opened her nouth to
protest and closed it' her eyes sparking with suppressed anger and
resentment. "At that we got off lightly.

The Councillors placed Hriss and me under hous arrest while they're

i nvestigating. W're not su posed to conmunicate at all." At that

poi nt, Todd' broad shoul ders sagged, and he | ooked as dejecte as a small
boy, all the droll defensiveness an outrage gone. "W haven't been
separated since started wearing rope tails. Pat Reeve could restrain
herself no longer. "Thi whole thing is ridiculous. Wy, neither you no
Hrriss have stolen so nuch as a. . . brrna." Sh( spat that out after
a good long hesitation as sh( tried to renmenber any other incident of
pett crinme. "How can they possibly accuse you anc Hiriss of piracy or
snmuggl i ng? Anyone el se coul c have done it. Anyone on the |aunch pad
could havt access to your ship. Todd had sunk to a chair, elbows on his
knees head in his hands, dininished nore by the separation than the
absurd charges. Sighing, he proppec his chin on his hands and told his
not her and Kell about the additional |andings and | aunches noted ir the
| og, and the even stranger om ssions concernin the orbiting alarm
beacon. Kelly stood by him nol quite touching him alert to any cues.
When she noved toward hi m he caught her hand, squeezed ii once, and then
dropped it as if he shouldn't hold it-or her

She was perpl exed by that gesture, sensing it to be a "keep off' signal
She backed off. This was so unlike the resilient Todd she'd al ways
known, but if he felt hinself ostracized, perhaps he didn't w sh her
contam nated by his disgrace. That, too, was unlike the Todd she'd

al ways known. But then, Todd had never been under such vile suspicions
bef ore and shoul dn't be now, Kelly thought in seething outrage.



"This whole affair is ridiculous," she said, drop

pi ng her hands helplessly. "It's absurd to think of you two as
snmuggl ers!  The Council rnust all be strangers, to let Rogitel get away
with an accusation like that."

"The Treaty Controller this termis one of Third Speaker's noninees,’
Todd said in a dull voice. "l recognized himas soon as | cane into the
chanber.

You both know him he'd let us get into a war if it would renove the
Humman threat to Hrruba."” Irritably Kelly shook her head. "Surely we
have sone friends on the Council. | hoped Madam Dupui s woul d be on your
side. She used to |ive around here.

"She's got to go by the evidence, the same as the other Councillors,’
Todd pointed out. "Any way you present it, it's daming.

She had no option

That | og tape was tanpered with! Very cleverly, by soneone who knew
exactly how to match bolo i mages perfectly."” He sounded nore I|ike
hi nsel f and then suddenly sl unped again, scrubbing at his runpled hair.

"I don't know how we can prove that.
Way didn't | open the recording unit when the |og tape jamed!

|"d ve found that wetched G ow Stone then and we'd've known we were
being set up. That was a costly kick." A flash of Todd' s usual spirit
acconpani ed that remark. "And whaddya bet,' he went on in a bitter
tone, "the Hrrilnorr warning beacon will show we spent far nore tinme in
that systemthan we say we did."

"\What about the beacons at the other planets you're supposed to have
vi sited?" Pat asked, grasping at the possibility. "Surely, if you're
supposed to have been at so nmany other worlds, all of those beacons
can't have been got at?" Todd regarded his nother alnost pityingly and
shook his head. "This was all too well planned, Mdther, for themto
negl ect that sort of verification

Remenmber, it's Spacedep invol ved and they have the resources to do just
this sort of docunentation."”

"Look, Todd,' Kelly began in a firmtone, being as positive as she knew
how, "you two have an enviable reputation on Earth. Mich better than
Rogitel's. There's going to be a lot of talk when he cones up with this
sort of a crazy charge. And | don't care how nuch evidence there is
agai nst you.

He doesn't have as good a reputation as you and Hrriss, and Doona, have.

"Il see what | can find out. 1'Il talk to everyone | know about this
ridicul ous accusation. Furthernore,' and her smile was malicious,
"Hrringa can start the action. He'll do it for ne.

And' -her voice rose in triunph now'1"'l1 enlist Jilanmey Landreau!' Todd

gave her a frankly contenptuous | ook

"Don't be so skeptical, pal,' she said. "He's been follow ng nme around
all afternoon n hopes of finding you. He only gave up an hour ago. He's



got a superlative hangover, but he's still raving about you saving his

life. [1'lIl send the runor about your entraprment honme with him Yes,
entraprment!" For Todd had | ooked up with some glimer of hope in his
dull eyes. "Wat else would you call it? You and Hrriss were franed.

To ruin the Treaty negotiations. We'Ill beat this, er, rap,' Kelly
excl ai med, her eyes fl ashing.

"Thi s what ?" asked Pat.

Kelly grinned. "Well, |I'm studying ancient colloquialisms." She | eaned

over, grabbing Todd by the shoul ders, and ki ssed his cheek

"It's okay for one of your other good friends to visit you again, isn't
it?" Imediately, she regretted her choice of phrases because a shadow
crossed Todd's face: the friend he nost wanted to see was forbidden him

"It's okay for you to visit, Kelly, anytinme you want,' Todd answered,
putting as much wel cone into his voice as he could. He touched his

cheek where she had kissed it. "Soon, please?"

"I'd better go now. I'Il be back again tonorrow, and we'll have a
council meeting of our own." She stared to go, but turned back a few
steps fromthe door. "Think you should know, Todd, how many peopl e have
sai d how nuch they enjoyed Snake Hunt and the feast last night. |'m not
the first to tell you that you did a good job." She gave hima wy snile
and winkled her nose. "I won't be the last and you'll feel better when
you know how many people are solidly on your side. Anyway, the Hunt was
the greatest. Todd managed to snile back. "Thanks, Kelly.

That Hunt seens to have happened years ago, not just hours,' he said,
then rallied, sitting up and straightening his shoulders. "But it was a
good one Thanks again for all your help.

"I intend to repay that in kind,'" she said, grinnin w ckedly.

"You wait and see!" She waggled he finger at him and that brought a
slight grin O remenbrance for all the times he had used that gesture and
spoken that phrase to her. "I gotta g( now, Todd, Pat. W' re expecting
dozens of Horn Week visitors and Mdther'll shoot me if | don't pu in an
appear ance soon. Todd closed his eyes against the thought of th( dozens
of Home Week visitors his famly generali entertained after the Hunt.
Everyt hi ng good aboui his life seemed to have been ripped away in a
single nmorning: his best friend, his reputation, and hi % honor. He
heard the front door close softly and Kelly clattering down the steps.
Then he felt hi nother's gentle hand on his shoul der and he patted it.

"She's a staunch friend,' his nother said, then she added in a teasing
tone, "and still as nuch the tonboy as ever."

"Not quite,' Todd said, forcing hinself out of despair. He |ooked up at
his mother with a lopsided grin. "Not at the Hunt party she wasn't."

"Ch?" Pat rolled her eyes facetiously. "You noticed?"

"Of course | noticed,' Todd said, hearing an edge of irritation in his

t one.

Pat put up her hands to ward off an imaginary attack. "I'mnot, | swear
I"mnot,' she said. "But she is a staunch friend and she'll do all she
can to hel p.



She's smart. Anne says Kelly graduated second in her class, even with
all the discrimnation against "col onial types."

"I didn't know she'd got that high,' Todd said, inpressed. "But why
didn't she nake first?"

"Ch, you,' and Pat play-batted at him

"She'll call in every favor she's owed on Earth. You just wait and
see. "

"Ch, Mom how did we ever get ourselves in such a ness!" He dropped his
head and began digging with the heels of his hands at eyes that hadn't
seen the danger. Pat dropped beside him her arm supportively about his
shoul ders. "When did that stuff get hidden on the Al bie?"

"W'll find out, son, we'll find out,' his nother said.

"You' ve al ways been notivated by conscience, by truth, and you've al ways
respected the rights of others and your responsibilities to them No
one who knows you and Hrriss will believe this vile canard.™

"What about those who want to? Wwo want to see this col ony di sbanded,
di scredited?" Todd said in a soft but caustic tone.

"We both know such people exist and they have caused this entrapnent,"
his mother said. "But there is a way out of it. The truth, and we'll
shove the doubting faces into that truth. Just you believe we will!"
Todd uncovered his eyes, reddened by his rubbing and the tears he was
trying to repress. "I wonder if we haven't been a little naive here on
par adi si acal Doona.

"That's a possibility, but we're not too long in the tooth to protect
what we've earned by hard work and fair dealings. You'll see!' She gave
hima firmclap on the back, wanting him he knew, to buck up

"Yes, Mother, we will!" he replied with as much feeling as he could
instill in his tone.
"Now, |'ve always found that the best way to work out a problemis to

wor k! Since you' ve obviously been struck off the diplomatic lists, you
can just go help Len Adjei round up the horses for their annua
injections. Since Mark Aden went offplanet, we've been a little

short handed. Not that he was nuch help as a stabl ehand when he spent so
much tinme nooni ng over Inessa. She and Robin are already out there.

I'"d go but we've had New Hone Week callers all day long." She gave hima
second, playftil thunp on the back. "Go on, bon. Have a shower to
cl ear your head.

Todd gave her a grateful glance. "That's the best idea anyone's had al
day." He went to shower and change. Wangling horses woul d get hi maway
fromthe house and give himsonmething to occupy his m nd

But, even as he showered, his mnd kept whirling around the norning's
bi zarre events.

"Machines can't lie,' Rogitel had said. The phrase Fkept running
through Todd's mind. No, they couldn't lie, but they could be tanpered



with. But when? And how? And by whon? No face filled the void when
he tried to figure out who had set a trap for them |[If only he and
Hrriss could sit down and think this mess through . . . The two of
them coul d di scover the answers in no tinme, he knew they could. They
had sol ved countl ess puzzl es together over the years. Not to be able to
conmuni cate with Hrriss, as he had done every day since he was six years
old, made himfeel enpty and lost. He jerked the shower control over to
cold and steeled hinmself to accept the chill.

After a hard day's work, Todd returned hone.

As the evening stretched interm nably out before him again and again,
Todd found hinself starting out the door to go over the bridge to the
Hrruban village, as he had done nearly every day for the |ast quarter of
a century. Quelling that urge, he sat down at the conputer unit and

al nost typed in Hriss's comp nunber. But that would be a violation
Coul d he send his brother Robin over the bridge with a note? Just to
et Hrriss know he was thinking about hin? No, not even that sol ace was
perm ssible until the accusati ons were di sm ssed.

No communi cation nmeant just that, and Todd had given his solem word. He
had never broken it. He and Hrriss were honor bound, and honor neant
everything to them Soneone was playing on that to keep them apart.

Di vide and conquer. Well, Todd was deternined that no one woul d conquer
wi t hout facing a fight.

CHAPTER 4

"YOQU LL BE WELCOME AT HOME FOR A change, ny cub,' Mrva said kindly,
bringing Hriss inside as the guards withdrew fromthe door

Hriss still felt hinmself torn apart by the harshness of the
restriction. He hadnever thought of hinself as conplacent, or snug
about his reputation for honesty, but to have it so snirched and
casual |y disregarded shocked him

"There is considerabl e physical evidence against us, Mther,' he said
wearily. Fromtheir front wi ndow, he could see the Friendship Bridge,
built so long ago by Hrrubans and Hayumans in the spirit of cooperation
Across it, not very far, lay Zodd.

He forced himself to turn away. "It is false evidence, but they nust
bel i eve what they see. | knowonly that if we were allowed to be

toget her we could solve the nystery in half the time. W could discuss
it until we understood it. It is so difficult to have a lifelong
conpanion torn away fromone's side, Mdther." Mrva's heart went out of
him "I amsorry to learn that you and Zodd nust be separated but it
will be only tenporary. 1In no tinme they will see that Zodd and you are
i nnocent of any crinme, and you will be together again." She guided him
t hrough the house and out through the back door. "Wt here for ne,
little love." She settled himunder the arbor in the garden behind the
house, and hastened out to the dining area to bring cool drinks for both
of them It was a fine day, and the sun warned the colors of her

spraw ing fl ower beds. She had nearly forgotten how solitary a cub
Hrriss had been. Only the explosive arrival on the scene of the lively
Hayuman boy z(Odd had denpnstrated how | onely he had been

"Don't dwell on the apartness,' Mrva said, urging himto take the cold
drink. She had pitched her voice to intimate levels to give her words
nmore weight. "You will only nake yourself ill. Later, when you have



rel axed, you shall explore the facts.

For now, let yourself relax. It is so seldom| have you all to nyself."
The herbal drink | oosened sone of the tightness in his throat.

"Have | neglected ny duty to you?" Hrriss asked sadly. "I offer
apol ogi es to you and Fat her.

"No, no! Not at all," Mrva assured himin a purr.

"We are nore than proud of the way you have grown up and the way you
hol d yourself in honor

Since youfirst net, zOdd has been wel coned daily as your friend.

And ours. He is nearly ny second cub. The tasks which | have set you
over the years have been done twi ce as quickly by two sets of hands

i nstead of one." Mrva let her law drop ever so slightly. "The only way
i n which you have perhaps slipped in your duties is in the begetting of
an heir to the Stripe. Have you forgotten that ~ou are Hrestan's only
cub? When will you choose a mate? | have waited for the matter to
occur naturally to your mnd." She paused, blinking solemly.

Hrriss |l owered his head, abashed. "I have not thought of a nate.
My Iife has been so full up until now that there has been no urgency.

M rva gave hi man understandi ng si deways gl ance. "Please to consider it
now, then. | w sh for your happiness, but it would increase your
father's if you do not allow the Stripe to pass to another's of fspring."
Hrriss flinched. He couldn't allow the |line succession to die |ust
because he was too indolent to find a mate. It would be easy, he

t hought, nerely to mate with a willing fenmal e and produce an heir, but,
wi t hout affection, such a union would be sterile.

Mat ches based on duty .were no | onger comon in Hrruban society, though
they did still exist. But the example set by his parents, who were
bound by mutual respect and admiration, was one he hoped to enul ate.
Hayumans chose their mates based on mutual appeal and affection. Wen

t hey' d been just approachi ng manhood, he and zGQdd had often tal ked about
mating, but in a clinical fashion, conparing the difference inposed by

t he physical variations of their separate species. Once they had been
able for the duties of adult males, they had both been too busy for

wi ves and children. The time had conme to review the situation. 1In
several aspects.

Since the sordid accusations this norning, the previous tenor of his
life and ways had been drastically altered. He had never inagined a
different style of life. Certainly not alife without Zodd in it every
day, going out on nissions, or taking care of their tasks at hone, but
now t hat he thought of it, there was an itch he hadn't bothered to
scratch. Wo knew how | ong he woul d be kept fromacting as an em ssary
of Doona, and whether others woul d ever again consider himto fit that
post. A Stripe w thout honor had no place in society. He nust be

cl eared and pronounced innocent, or his life was over

Since there was nothing nmore he could do that day to clear his naneg,

Hrriss seriously considered his duty to his Stripe. Nowwas the time to
find a suitable ferale. Mre than tinme. He was already nuch ol der than
his father had been when he was born. It wasn't that he'd m ssed fenale



conpani onship. He had joyfully given relief to many charm ng partners
during their seasonal heats, vying with other young males to serve their
need. No nmale Hrruban would touch a fermal e without her perm ssion, but
many femal es had nmade their preference for his attentions quite bl atant.
Centuries of civilized behavior hadn't quite reduced that primal urge,

t hough in these nodern tines, many fenal es used contraception renedi es
when procreation wasn't an objective.

Hayumans were not as natural as Hrubbans about sexual matters. It
seened strange to Hrriss that a society which was so much Iike his own
often ruthlessly repressed their natural urges and behavi ors.

Even when Hrruba had been reduced to crowded quarters for each den and
new litters were no onger blessings, the traditional openness about sex
had remai ned.

--Mreva left himalone in the garden with his thoughts. It was so quiet
that the tiny breeze brought distant voices and the faint clatter of
hooves and machinery fromthe property beside theirs. Turning over his
nmot her' s suggestion in his nmnd, Hriss began to exam ne the
possibilities of the femal es he knew. And cane right up against a very

i mportant consideration: would she understand his friendship with the
Hayuman? Wuld she |ike zQdd? Mre inportant, would Zodd |ike her?

"I suppose | shall have to trust to ny own judgnent alone for this,'
Hrriss said out |oud, and | aughed.

Many of the females in this and other villages had sought himas their
lifemate, and tenpted himto commit while in their estrous cycles. There
was never anything as crass as a denmand for long-termrelations, only a
si ghi ng and sensuous persuasi on

While the attractions were obvious, Hrriss felt there needed to be nore
to the perfect image than a sexual being. He wanted a woman who

t hought, and created, and | aughed. The inage which kept com ng back to
his mind was the lithe, cinnanonfurred snake dancer at the feast. Her
delicately graceful novements repeated in his menory again and agai n.

He renmenbered her name was Nrrna, a soft and pliant sound. She worked
with Mrva in the Health Center. He wondered if she was willing.

The last time she had gone through her fertile cycle, she had let him
know t hat she woul d wel come him but he had had to go of f-planet then
When he returned, she had said nothing to himabout what had gone on in
hi s absence.

There was al so Mratah, a weaver whose textiles were wearable art.
Last year, after Snake Hunt, they had spent a wild night together.

The heavy musk in the air and the excitenent of the chase had stirred
him She had been out on Hunt, too, and was as aroused as he by primal
bl oodl ust, the beat of the dance band's drums, and the scent in the air.

Hrriss's eyelids | owered as he renenbered that night, let his body sway
with the rhythmin his menmory. There was a hi gh-pitched snarl that was
so like the voice of Mratah in excitation that he opened his eyes. His
femal e ocel ot, Mehh, |oped out of the house past him with the nale,
Prem in deternmined pursuit. Mehh was young, no nore than two Doonan
years old. She was conming into full heat for the first time. Her



attitude toward Prem was playful but firm She intended the order of
things to proceed as she pleased, not the way the mal e chose.

That was right, according to the Hi ruban way of life.

The spotted cats dodged back and forth through the bushes Mrva had

pl anted around the green for privacy. They were not concerned wth

hi di ng what they were doing. Sinple urges noved them Sonetimes Hrriss
wi shed that he was not a thinking being. These creatures were acting
out his unspoken dream

Mehh skidded and rolled to a halt in the grass before him Prem
followed, and tried to mount her before she was upright again. A quick
bl ow across the nose froma paw full of razor-sharp talons |et himknow
that Mehh was not ready yet. Premw thdrew a few paces and waited,
maki ng a soft, urgent runbling sound low in his throat. Mehh flipped
onto her belly and crept insouciantly, provocatively, into the nmating
position with her tail high and to the side, presenting her nether
gquarters to the male. She was bl atant about what she wanted, and her
urgent throaty grows made it certain that she wanted it now. Wthout
hesitation, Premwas on her back, teeth gripping the female's scruff as
he mounted her.

Wth an odd sense of detachnent, Hrriss watched them The female
snarled and rolled over, driving Prema paw s | ength away, and just as
swiftly invited himback again with raised tail. Premcrooned, a nild
sound when conpared with the green fire in his eyes. Hrriss, shaking
his head to break the fascination, felt a creature synpathy for Prem

Ri ght now a rel ationship, wild and abandoned and fun, would take his
m nd off the ache in his heart and the anger in his mnd. Both Nrna
and Mratah could be extrenely exciting in estrus, but they were good
conpani ons away fromthe mating dance as well.

H s nmother had nmade a valid point. It was nore than time to seek a
lifermate. While he was in this enforced separation from Todd, it m ght
ease his loneliness to choose a mate. He woul d not be abandoni ng ot her
aspects of his life, but filling in the parts that had too | ong renai ned

enpty.

Thr ough the house, he heard a knock at the front door. Hrriss started
to get up, but he heard his nother's soft footfalls emerge fromthe
other wing and go toward the door. A short time passed, and she cane
out to him

"Hrriss, | will be going out later. Pat Rrev has said that she wants
the four of us, Hrrestan and nme, and Pat and Rrev, to speak together
thi s eveni ng.

She is as convinced of your innocence as your father and |." Hrriss
nodded eagerly. "Tell Zodd. . he began, and then swall owed the rest
of his words, hanging his head and letting his hands fall linp to his
sides. "I may give no nessage for him It is a matter of honor. "Poor

Hrriss. He knows, ny little one," Mrva said synpathetically. "He
knows.

Hrriss cleared his throat tentatively. "Mther, you know Nrrna, don't
you?"

"Yes,' the Hrruban woman said, clearly surprised. "She works at the



Health Center in the |aboratory where | conduct ny research.”

"Has she ever conme to this house to join our evening neal ?" Hrriss
i nqui red.

He thought the pupils in his nother's eyes wi dened just slightly.
"She has, fromtinme to tine.

Her conpany is excellent. | shall inquire if she is free to join us."
Then she turned and left the garden in a rather abrupt fashion that nade
Hrriss wonder if she was displeased in any way with his suggestion.

The afternoon was fair, and the air had a fresh crispness that was far
nore relaxing to Todd's jangled nerves than the tropical warnth of
Treaty Island. He rode Gypsy down the narrow trail that circled around
the fruit orchard at the edge of the Reeve Ranch. The fruit trees were
fenced in for protection, though nmany a clever horse stretched his neck
far enough to nip ripening apples off the nearer trees. Apart fromthe
orchard, Lon Adjei, as nanager of the ranch, gave the horse herds plenty
of roomto graze in, but the open land nade it harder to find them

Todd was after a foursome of colts who had hightailed it this way,
avoiding capture as if it was a new gane invented for themto show of f.

He | ost sight of them anong the clunps of shrub and mature trees.

He and Hrriss had al ways worked together on this sort of a detail: the
Hrruban had keener eyesight and sense of snell. He could find yearlings
no matter where they hid themnsel ves.

A scented breeze shifted, and blew directly into Todd' s hot face.

Gratefully he took a deep breath and was nearly unseated as Gypsy
slamred to a halt under him

"What's the matter, boy?" The gel ding propped his front |egs, refusing
to nove forward. Gypsy was a sensible animal, so if he was scared to
nove, he had reason. Possibly there was a small ssorasos in the woods,
whi ch Gypsy had snelled when the wi nd changed. When surprised, the
knee- hi gh mamrmual attacked |ike a juggernaut. Todd di smounted and sidl ed
cautiously a few feet up the path. In front of himwas a clunp of
red-vei ned plants. Todd recognized theminstantly.

Ssersa. It was toxic enough to Humans, but absol ute poi son for horses.
Gypsy had snelled the poi sonous weed.

"Smart horse!" Todd said over his shoulder to reassure the gel ding.

Ssersa was nearly as bad a contact-toxin as rroamal. Mdst aninmals were
wary of it while it was unripe. Wen it matured and dried, it lost its
bitter aroma and snelled sweet and appealing. It was death for

livestock, especially those of Earth origin. Ranchers assiduously
cleared it fromtheir pastures or they lost stock. The trick was to get
it before it dried and left its seeds for the unwary aninmal. Ben Adjei,
Lon's father, called ssersa "silent death." Ranch hands automatically
pulled it up wherever they saw it.

The radio at his waist crackled. "Todd, where are you? |'ve |lost sight
of you and |I've got two nmore for you to hold for their shots.



"I"'mon the trail behind the apple orchard, Lon, Todd replied into the
radi o. The horse snuffled his ear and he pushed himgently away.

"I was chasing a pair of yearlings and Lady Megan's twins. Gypsy got

wi nd of a patch of ssersa back here. |'muprooting it and bringing it
in.
"Ssersa!" Lon's voice exclained. "Damm, | was sure | cleared the whole

place of it. And before it could seed."

"Never mind. Probably some bird seeded it, Todd said. "Be with you as
soon as | pull it up and catch those yearlings." Pulling on the hide
gloves fromhis belt, he yanked the plant up and beat its roots on the
ground to dislodge the dirt. Then he squashed it into a ball, which he
shoved into his saddl e bag.

The stink of ssersa sap made Gypsy restless and quite willing to nove
away fromit.

Todd lifted the gelding into a canter. The trail was wi de here and the
surface firmenough to safely maintain a stiff pace. The colts were
wel | ahead of himbut, as he recalled it, there was a grassy neadow up
ahead that would certainly cause themto stop and graze.

An eerie scream|ike a horse in agony-nade himdig his heels into

Gypsy's ribs and they gall oped over the breast of the hill. Two of the
colts were skittering around the pasture nervously. The third was
standi ng over the fourth, which lay still in a patch of bracken. He

whi nni ed shrilly.

Todd brought Gypsy to a dirt-kicking halt and was out of the saddle at a
run to the young horse on the ground. The renmaining twin nudged its
fallen brother with its nose, puzzled by its unresponsiveness.

"No nore ganes for this lad,' Todd said sadly.

He still had his gloves on, so he turned back the upper lip to see the
livid magenta of the menbrane.

" Poi soned. Damm it. There can't be nobre ssersa.

Fearing for the other youngsters in this neadow, he | ooked all around
him and then at Gypsy, who was standing calmy. Turning back to th
dead animal, he opened its |lips again and saw what was stuck in the
colt's teeth-the twigs of dried ssersa. Sitting back on his heels, he
radi oed Lon.

"More ssersa?" Lon demanded disbelievingly.

"Where? | cleared that neadow. | know | did." There was sil ence and a
sigh fromthe speaker.

"Leave it. I'Il get the flyer and bring the corpse in for burning. W
can't even use the hide. The toxins will poison whatever it touches.
Todd, there was no mature ssersa in that field, | prom se you!"

"Then where did it come fron?" Todd said, aggravated. Lon was a good
farm manager. |If he said he'd cleared ssersa weed, he had!



He remounted Gypsy and rounded up the other two. He had to lasso the
mourning colt to get himaway fromhis dead twin but gave hima few feed
pellets to make up for the insult. Wooshing the others in front of

him he kept his eyes peeled for any further sign of ssersa. It was an
active seeder, |ike many Doonan plants: so where there was one, there'd
be ot hers.

Then, just as he herded the colts over the lip of the ridge, he spotted
a burned patch in the grass on the one |l evel place on the entire field:
a patch ju5t about the size of a small transport shuttle.

Todd got his charges back to the barn without further incident.

Lon examined the three young animals and entered the control nunbers in
their freeze brands into a hand-held conputer unit.

Todd saw Robin and I nessa in the paddock, dragging one unwilling horse
after another into the chute for inocul ations.

"That's a hundred and forty-three,' Lon said, slapping the |last one on
the runp as he sent it running into the coual, "counting that poor

poi soned colt. | think that's all we're going to find.

W' ve conbed the | andscape. ™

"Shoul dn't there be nore like a hundred sixty?" Todd asked.

"Yeah, should be,' Lon said, scratching his ear with the edge of his
conp. "l put inacall to Mke Solinari at the Veterinary Hospital, and
the foreman on the Hu spread, just in case any of our aninmals have
hopped the fence.

"Not bl oody seventeen of "em' Todd replied grimy.

"Wth that ssersa you found today, that m ght account for sone, but we

haven't even found any bodies. Not even nda will touch a sscrsa
carcass." Lon gave a disgusted snort. "My dad told nme that if I can't
hand-pull fields, | deserve to have such | osses but, honest, Todd

"Didn't Hiriss and | spend' - Todd made hinself continue despite the pang
that the rem nder of happier days gave him'a whol e week hel pi ng you?

But 1'Il tell you something else | found-a burn<,if mark on that one
| evel spot in the big neadow. "

"A shuttle burn-of f?" Lon's tanned face pal ed.
"There's been no energency landing in that section
Dyou think . . ." He stopped, not liking his own thoughts.

"Rustling does present itself as an explanation,' Todd said, not wanting
to believe it either.

"especially if there've been no bodi esound."” Since Doona's wealth was
its stock, not mnerals or mning, rustling was the sovereign crinme and
puni shabl e by i medi ate transport to the nearest penal colony. To keep
track of all stock, each aninmal was branded with freeze-dry chenicals as
soon after birth as possible: a painless process that |left a permanent
ID, naming its ranch of origin, breeding information, and contro
nunbers. The brand was unalterable so that it was easy to keep a rccord



of inocul ations and vacci nations throughout an animal's lifetinme. It
made illegitimte transfer of ownership inmpossible. It also nmade
rustling-on Doona-an unprofitable occupation

Despite rigid psychol ogi cal tests devised by Lee Law ence, the col ony
soci ol ogi st, sometinmes unsuitable personalities slipped through. People
eager enough to get off Earth were known to equi vocate about their
open-m ndedness as regards living with aliens, or their willingness to

| earn and speak an alien |anguage. Their bigotry was generally

di scovered soon enough to do no | asting harmand they were sent off
Doona, either to Earth or to see if they would fit into a totally Human
col ony.

O her new settlers becane overwhel ned by the responsibilities of caring
for a whole, stocked ranch, let alone a house set in the mdst of nore
uninterrupted | and than anyone on Earth had ever seen. Some coul d not
adapt to the lack of |aborsaving devices which were felt to be
superfluous or environnentally dangerous. Fossil fuels were avoi ded,
and natural power, windmlls, river barrages, or battery cells charged
by sol ar panel supplied what power was required. Sone settler |earned
to cope, others requested transport back t famliar constrictions.

Those unwi Il ling, or unable, to take responsibilit for thenselves in a
pi oneer society posed the wors problem Sonetimes, folk who had been
told al their lives what to do couldn't adjust to makin their own
decisions. O, once they realized that behavior nmonitors had been left
behi nd on Earth they began acting as if they could behave any wa: they
wanted. And take anything they wanted Rustlers generally energed from
t hat group.

"W haven't had any rustlers for years,' Lon said "And how could there
have been a shuttle |landin when we've got satellite controllers?"

"Have we got any newconers from Earth who' vt gone possession crazy? You
know t hat syndrone.

"How could | forget?" Lon asked grimy, spittin into the dust.

"It was my father's new mares thai were stolen. A guy named Hammond did

it. 1've c¢' hard place in nmy mind for anyone naned Ham nond.
Since then |'ve learned to judge people. 1'V( a good record at picking
t hose who won't make ii through their first season."

"You hel ping Lee with his testing these days?"

"He has only to ask. Now, let's double-check th( ones we do have so
can send in the brands of thost we're mssing." Together they checked
the withers of eact animal that came out of the chute, entering th(
brand and updating the' inocul ation record.

"Yeah, we're seventeen shy. 1'll just send the IDs on to Vet.

They' Il forward the Iist to Poldep. Once the word's out we've done
that, we might just find those seventeen m ssing horses back in their
hone pastures." Squinting at the sky, Todd shook his head. "They m ght
not be on Doona anynore."

"Ch, cone on, Todd. The security satellites would have reported any
unauthoriii:ed transport in orbit,' Lon said, scornful of that



suggestion. "No, we'll find out where they got stashed on this planet.

M ght take a while, but we'll find "emon Doona." Todd did not argue the
poi nt now, but he was annoyed that seventeen aninals were m ssing.

Seventeen! At the current market price, that was al nost half the val ue
of a good farm Doonan horses were a val uable comodity, not only as
transportation and a constant source of fertilizer but for the end
product of neat, hide, and boneneal .

"I"l1l look intoit, find out if the neighbors have any inexplicable
| osses, and | can nake that report to Poldep." Even as he spoke, Todd
realized he was no | onger the person to nake reports to Pol dep

"No, I'mfarmmanager. 1'll nmake the report,' Lon said, alnpst too
qui ckly. "l need your help nore out here in the pens,' he went on
stunbling to get the words out. "You've a longer attention span than

those two flibbertigibbets,' he said, nodding toward Todd's two
si bli ngs.

It was obvious that the ranch foreman knew the details of Todd's house
arrest, even if he had the tact not to coment on it directly.

Most of the neighbors had radios, so Todd coul d ask his questions
wi t hout | eaving the ranch. But he could see that keeping his word was
going to conplicate life considerably.

"I'"ll radio them lon, he said quietly. "And thanks."

"The Reeves have been having a run of bad luck lately,' lon said
stoutly, turning his head to spit in the dust. "I figure you don't
deserve it.

Count on nme if you need hel p-off the ranch.™

"Me, too!" said Robin. At eighteen Terran years of age, he was the
youngest of the Reeves' five children. He and Inessa clinbed out of the
corral as the last of the foals galloped free. "I don't think I'm
grounded. Am | ?" He turned wi de ingenuous eyes to his brother

"No, it applies to ne."

"And Hrriss,' Inessa said in a low angry tone, then she turned to lon
"We've put the five that need to be observed in the stable. Don't think
any of "em are contagi ous but they need a bit of hand feeding. So |I'm

t hr ough. "

"Nobody is through until you put the rest of the medicines away and
clean out the inoculators,' lon ordered, shouting down their protests.
"And last tine | |ooked that pen hadn't been nucked out.

Hop to it!" Wth affected groans, the two young Reeves shoul dered the
vacci nati on equi pnment and staggered dramatically toward the nedica
out bui | di ng behind the foreman's house.

"What a pair of actors,' Todd observed.
"Eh,' lon said, slapping himon the back. "You and Hrriss were the sane

at that age." Then he ducked his head at the ill-chosen rem nder and
spat again in the dust.



"Hrriss?" Kelly tapped on the partition of the Hrruban's room
"Your nmother said I'd find you here. Are you very busy?"

"Not too busy to see you,' Hrriss said, and Kelly chuckled at his
gallantry. He rose fromhis conputer console and they brushed cheeks
af fectionately.

"You okay?" Kelly asked, |ooking himover with sisterly concern

"Do you need anything | could bring in for you?" She knew she'd be
stirrazy if she had to stay in one roomtoo |ong. How she'd gotten

t hrough school on Earth without dropping out had required every ounce of
sel f-di sci pline she possessed.

"I"mokay,' Hrriss said, but ruined it with a sigh

"I may nove about the village, you know. But it is friTustrating to be
restricted. | want for nothing but I will think of something to give
you the pleasure of visiting me again." Then he clanped his |lips so
tightly that his eyeteeth were visible under the tightly drawn fl esh.

"He m sses you, too,' Kelly said softly. "And that's not a nmessage,’
she added angrily, "that's nmy personal opinion. I'mentitled to speak
for nmyself." Hrriss nodded understanding and his nuzzle rel axed across
hi s teeth.

"So, what've you been doing with yoursel f?" Kelly asked, hoping that she
could carry on sone sort of a lighthearted conversation that woul dn't
constantly rem nd both of themof the third person who should be here
and nust be nanel ess and nmessagel ess-all for honor

"Alittle research into matters of concern to nmy nmother,' Hrriss said,

his eyes twinkling. "I have al so been nmonitoring the official
zranscripts of the Zreaty negotiations, and sendi ng out correspondence
to friends on other colony worlds. | hope to | ocate soneone wth
contacts anong the purveyors of illicit artifacts. If we could find out

where the articles found on the Al batross were purchased, and by whom
we coul d prove our innocence." Hriss felt a wash of shame every tinme he
t hought of the harsh-voi ced prosecutors who di smssed his sworn word of
honor as meani ngl ess.

Kelly sensed his disquiet. "That's a damed good idea, lrrriss.

In fact, 1'mdoing a bit of research along those lines myself." Then she
made fists of her hands and frowned angrily. "How anyone coul d be daft
enough to think you and. . . to think you could be a pirate and a
snmuggl er is beyond ny conprehension. | want you to know that!"

"Thank you,' Hrriss said.

"And 1'll bet no one in this village believes it, either,' Kelly went
on, wound up by indignation

"A Hrruban does not bring disgrace to his Stripe..." Kelly rolled her
eyes skyward. "You are not in disgrace, Hrriss, any nore than Todd is.
You're just just pending investigation. You're sure | can't get you
somet hi ng?" she asked in a milder tone, rather surprised at her own
vehemence. But the idea of an honorable person like Hriss even



t hi nking the word "disgrace' infuriated her

"Nothing | can think of," Hrriss said, dropping his jaw at her energetic
defense. He was as nuch touched as anused by it. "You have al ready
brought nme sonething | appreciate greatly: yourself. WII you please

vi sit again when you may?"

"OfF course,' Kelly said, giving hima big hug as she turned to go. "Hang
on, Hriss. This won't last long." Ken found Emma Sunmitral in a
research roomin the Treaty Center. She was a tall, slimwoman of
thirty, with large, snoky gray eyes and dark brown hair. She had the
same formal carriage as her father the Adnmiral, which somehow nade even
t he casual snock she was wearing | ook el egant.

"I amvery troubled by what you' ve told nme,' she said after Ken had
detail ed the seizure at the Al batross and the findings of the hearing.

"You may count on our support. My father will certainly want to help
you, but I'mnot sure what he can do. |'mnot sure if there's anything
| can do."

"You can help me find out who informed Rogitel that the Al batross was
stuffed with contraband.

Naturally he refused to reveal his source. The Treaty Controller
doesn't know, or won't tell. The rest of the Council refuses to talk to
anyone other than Hu Shih or Hrestan. And they're probably only
speaking to Hrrestan because he's head of the Hrruban contingent. |
hate |i ke poison being ignored, Emma." And Ken managed a weak smnile at
that defect in hinself. "l've got to find out who planted that junk,
especially that bl asted Byzani an d ow Stone, because they admitted being
near Hrrilnorr V. But no one there believed that they'd heard a
Mayday. 1 believe!"

"I personally find it very hard to believe that either Todd or Hrriss
could be snugglers or pirates.

But it is nmost unfortunate that they did not have the Al batross
i nspected as soon as they | anded.

Especially in view of that Myday."

"I reported that to Hu and Hrrestan nyself. You know the boys were
Masters of the Hunt, that that trip to Hrretha nmeant they'd have to work
day and night to get the Hunt organized. Newy saw no harmin sealing
the ship and letting the boys get on with crucial Hunt details." He

hi ssed out a sigh, sounding nmore Hruban than Hayuman, letting his hands
go linp in his |ap.

"But Treaty Law had been violated,' Emma reminded himin a gentle voice.
She was a noted expert on the topic.

"A Mayday shoul d be considered extenuating circunstances, Emm, not a
crime. And there was no one el se capabl e of 5rganizing the Hunt.

That coul d not be cancelled, and that's why | thought it was perm ssible
for the formal inspection to be deferred. Just for two weeks." Ken

rai sed his hands again in a pleading gesture. "You know yourself that
we have to have the Snake Hunt, whether we dress it up as a tourist
attraction or New Hone Wek or whatever. Those snakes woul d swarm

whet her or not there were any Hunters to restrict them Hu and Hrrestan



agreed with ny analysis of the situation-Doona has to be profitable and
t he Snake Hunt provides a | arge hunk of our incone.

If anyone is guilty of not insisting on that inspection, it's ne.

| should be taking the blanme." Emma | ooked very grave.

"Utimately you may have to." Then, having startled him she went on
"From what you have told nme, Ken, it is not just that delay, it is also
all those valuable items that were found on the Al batross and the tape
record of | andings and | aunches within the framework of that Hrrethan
journey."

"Neither Todd nor Hrriss is untrustworthy or a pirate or snuggler.”
"No, they are not the type. However, the fact that blane is being
attached to those two young nen may yet work in their favor. They are
much admired on Earth. Their friendship is legendary. | think you

could say that it epitom zes Doona in many people's m nds.

"WIl it? After all this has been broadcast about the gal axy?" Ken
asked bitterly.

Emma | ooked at himsternly. "If there is any runor, gossip, slander, or
i bel about this investigation before it has been conpleted and its
report made, there will be far nore trouble for the | oosenouthed than

they can swallow The boys are under house arrest, not incarcerated in
a Poldep facility. Unless they break their bond, they are safe from
slander. Now, let's see what we can find." She turned to her desktop
consol e.

She initiated a search based on the boys' names and the nane of their
ship, the word "Hrrilnorr,' and the nanes of the artifacts that Ken
coul d recall

"Now we wait.

When the conputer eventually spat out a list of file names, Emma briefly
scanned each one, and instead of data, found she was | ooking at a noir
graphic with a blinking square in the center requesting a confirned
passwor d.

"Classified! |In the last two weeks, every one of these has acquired a
speci al cl earance password.

They're | ocked!" Ken swore softly. "Damm it, |'d hoped you'd be able to
get through. | got the sane graphics. Not a single code | knew got ne
any results. Do | need to start standing on desks to get cooperation?"
"Not yet. . . | hope," Emm admitted with a wicked light in her eyes.

She bent over the board.

"I"'ve got Father's code-key number. They wouldn't dare classify these
files too high for the head of Alreldep to access.” To Todd's surprise,
his father arrived hone for dinner with a very attractive woman whom he
i ntroduced as Emma Sunmitral.

"How do you do, Mss Sunitral ?" Todd asked stiffly, and then the nane
regi stered. "You wouldn't be related to Admiral Sumitral, would you?"
"Indeed | am Todd Reeve,' she responded, squeezing his hand warnly



"I'"ve heard a great deal about you frommy father." She had a brilliant
snmle that lit up her gray eyes. Then she crooked her neck to | ook
behi nd hi m

Suddenly his formality deserted himand he burst out |aughing. "I gave
up wearing that rope tail a long tinme ago, Mss Sumitral."

"Enma, " pl ease,' she said, and he gestured for her to take a seat. "MW
father used to regale ne with stories about Doona. | was only five when
the first wave of settlers left Earth for Doona, so this world has

al ways been special to ne. | always wished ny father didn't work for

t he government so we could have come, too,' she admitted. "I'mglad now
that he does. His position has opened otherw se | ocked doors for ne as
a researcher, and now | believe it may help you, too."

"What ?" Todd said, grasping at whatever hope was offered him

"Todd, we'll wait until Hrrestan and Mrva arrive. This concerns them
too, you know. " Ken's expression was so concerned that Todd wondered
what they could have found out that woul d upset his father-nore than he
was al r eady.

Hrrestan and Mrva arrived at the Reeves' house shortly before sunset.
Todd greeted them courteously. He had to bite his tongue on "How s
Hrriss?' Even with the parents of his friends, he would not break his
gi ven word

Hrrestan and Mrva nodded gravely to their son's dearest friend, their
liquid eyes sayi ng what they, too, would not say aloud. Both Hrrubans
al ready knew Emma Sumitral

"I'"ve chased out the other children for the evening,' Pat said, trying
to set all her guests at ease. An adult evening. Kelly ought to arrive
any mnute now.

Todd | ooked up, somewhat surprised, but Kelly hadn't snothered himwth
synmpathy earlier and she'd scarcely do it in front of guests.

"She is?" Pat glanced at him worried. "I thought you' d want her input.
Isn't that all right?"

"Sure,' Todd said hastily.

As deftly as her father would, Emma | ed the discussion away to ot her
matters, and held forth on the subject of trade among the col ony worl ds.
Todd found her not only charnming but intelligent. He rather thought she
and Kelly would Ii ke each ot her

Kelly arrived only m nutes behind the Hrrubans.

They greeted each other warmy. "It's nice to see so nuch of you these
days,' she said ingenuously.

Todd couldn't help but gawk at her, for she couldn't have nore plainly
told himshe'd visited Hriss, too.

"Well,' said Pat, surprised, "you did | earn sonme diplomacy, after all."
Then Ken introduced her to Emma and offered drinks all round.

For the first tine, Todd found that the sinple courtesies be usually



enj oyed extendi ng struck himas unnecessary tinme-wasters. Once Hrrestan
and Mrva were settled, Emma began to detail the files she had unl ocked.

"It's turned out to be nore than juSt trusting ny father's opinions of
you and Hrriss,' she said, "I think we may have stunbled onto a very
conpl ex and hi ghly organi zed srmuggling operation.” She waited patiently
until everyone stopped demanding details. "I found some, all right. And
nore data fromthe beacons orbiting the other prohibited worlds is stil
coming in. So far, all of themshow the identification nunber of the

Al batross as having entered those systens shortly before or shortly
after the ship visited Hretha. The information is not yet conplete.
There are still four buoys circling interdicted systens |left to be heard
from and that data will come in within the next few days."

"I can't believe that they all have the code nunber fromthe boys
ship,' Pat said.

"Now, the beacons identify the Al batross as being the ship that crossed
their barriers in each instance.

The #des as you know are conpl ex, not easy to duplicate."

"As | told you, Emma, Ken began, his anger building, "someone's gone to
a lot of trouble to nake it convincing "For a researcher |ike nyself,
there's just too nuch corroborative detail available to be coincidence
or accident,' Enma went on, and although Ken started to protest, Pat
touched his arm her eyes watching Emma's face. For Pat was begi nni ng
to see what Emma was driving at. "So far we have thefts commtted by
two young mal es who lack for nothing. They're psychol ogically nornal,
wi t hout any history of kleptomania or harnful pranks.

Healthy in every way." Todd bl ushed at her frankness and she sniled
gently at him "It was necessary to take a glance at your nedica
profile," she said. "There's nothing in it to be ashamed of.

To continue, they're respected by their community, and their future is
bright if only they continue to behave as they have. This series of
crimes requires a notivation."

"l know the notivation,' Todd said in a flat voice that showed he was
controlling his anger. "This issue would nake a terrific fulcrumfor
the lever to pry Doona apart."

"I"'minclined to agree,' Hrrestan said, nodding his head in agreenent
with Todd's opinion, "but if we have the notivation, can we al so
di scover the perpetrator?"

"Landreau has to be involved in this sonewhere, Todd said angrily, his
eyes flashing blue fire.

"Rogitel's presence at the Hrrethan affair was unnecessary. Both.

." Todd halted then plunged, "I felt he was nearly splitting with
anticipation and it couldn't have been for the inauguration of another
grid facility! He was there, keeping track of... of us... on

Landreau's orders. The Admiral would do anything to discredif Doona
this year and to disrupt the crucial talks that are going on. A scanda
like two notable citizens of Doona turning out to be pirates and

snmuggl ers could tear everything apart. Only howdid it get done?"



"The opinion of the Ssspeakrrrs, Hrrestan added, "favors the idea of a
conspiracy, ainmed at you and our son, to discredit the Rral an
Experiment. They have informed ne that they are conducting their own

i nvestigations into these charges as they know that never have you or ny
son behaved in a dishonorable fashion. As Enma Sumitral has ssaid,
there is far to6 nuch evidence against them There are elenents on
Rrala who al so wish this Experiment to end in disarray. These are being
scrutinized. True guilt lies elsewhere but it will be discovered.

"And |,' Kelly said, |ooking inordinately pleased with her contribution
"am handling the unofficial Terran Investigative G oup

You didn't know you had one, did you, Todd?" She grinned at him

Whi |l e she had admired Enma' s cl ear-mi nded statenents, she hadn't quite
i ked her tone, nor the way she had smiled at Todd. Sort of, well,
proprietary and perhaps a little patronizing. Woal

Kel Iy thought, yanking hard on her own nental reins. Wo was acting
proprietary now?

"May | remind all of you,' Emma put in, "that it is essential that al

i nvestigati ons be done as circumspectly as possible so as not to
prejudice the official one?" Ken |eaned forward toward Emma. "W nust
all be wary of how we proceed. But, in spite of the need for caution
|'ve started sonme inquiries through the Alreldep office, and | discover,
to ny relief," and he grinned at his son, "that the nenory of Todd as he
was has been replaced by the record of a hardworking young man."

"Whi ch rem nds ne, Dad, this hardworking young nman did some roundi ng up
today with Lon.

And we found out sonething | like even less than | |ike ny present
anomal ous position. W' re mnus seventeen horses, nostly yearlings and
t wo- year-ol ds. "

"Sevent een horses gone since the last count?" Ken repeated, staring at
his son in disbelief. As if he didn't need this, too, on his plate.

"One was dead of ssersa poisoning and | hlped lon clear that field
nmysel f. There were other ssersa plants where there shouldn't be a one."
"Ssersa does not have legs to walk,' Hrrestan said, shaking his head as
he knew how careful the Reeves were about hand-pulling the toxic weed
fromall grazing areas.

"There was al so this burned-out patch on the one flat space in the
field," Todd went on. "Shuttlesized, I'd say."

"Rustlers!" Ken nearly bounced fromhis chair wth indignation
Hrrestan hissed. "That is a nost serious crine.

There have been no instances of animal theft in years.

"Lon reported to Poldep. W sent a list of the brands to Mchael,' and
Todd turned to Kelly, who was as surprised and angry as any stock
rancher would be. "One or two of "em may have jumped the fence.”

"But not seventeen,' Ken said, still absorbing the shock



"We'l | have to hang on to sone of the breeding stock, then, Todd."

"Dad, |'d ask around to see if there's anyone new here who's had a
sudden enbarrassment of credit.

["1Il just put it about that there'll be no charges pressed at Poldep if
that little herd wanders home, wagging tails behind em"

"Coul d snakes have caught then®?" Pat asked.

"You had that breakout at the Boncyks'. What if a Monmy or two got past
you?"

"None did," Todd replied flatly, frankly upset that his nother even
asked such a question

"Well, it was a possibility,' she said apol ogetically.

"What el se could go wong?" Kelly asked, nmore rhetorically than
expecting any answer.

"What el se?" Emma asked, her expression clearly reflecting her dislike

of adding to the current problens. "I think I'd better be the one to
tell you.

Admi ral Landreau has arrived. He gridded in just before | left Treaty
I sland. "

CHAPTER 5

ADM RAL AL LANDREAU HAThD DOONA.

Initially, when the bright blue pebble with its light cloud coverage had
swminto his viewscreen, he thought it |ooked peaceful and pl easant.
When he had been assigned to explore it for a prelimnary search, it had
seened the perfect Earthlike world, class Min the old parl ance,

at nosphere, nearnormal gravity and all, the very epitonme of what
Spacedep was searching for. It was full of possibilities, and the key
to fame and better departnental financing for him

Ever since the first colonists |anded there, though, it had been one

| ong headache for Spacedep and Landreau. He lay the source of all his
troubl es squarely upon the backs of the Reeves. A famly of

mal contents, by all accounts from Aisle and Corridor nonitors, always
di sturbing civilized people with their noise and antisocial behavior

They had nade a public fool of him They, or specifically, Ken Reeve,
had bl amed himfor not noticing their mythical cat people or the
ni ght mari sh gi ant snakes in time to prevent the col onization

As if there was any way he could have known about them in spite of that
ape Sumitral's-insistence that the clues were all there. Reeve had made
a fool of him claimed he jeopardi zed the col ony.

Wl |, the colonists had been in the wong. They had violated the

Si wannese protocol, had resisted being removed fromthe planet in spite
of their feigned horror over that violation, and had been conpoundi ng
that transgression anathenma for a quarter of a century. Now was the
nmonent to eradicate that mstake, put it behind him He fully intended
to do so. His opportunity had been handed to him calligraphed, signed,



seal ed, and set under a glass bell. To nmake it the sweetest possible
revenge, Todd Reeve, the hysterical, bilingual boy child of Ken Reeve,
was to be the key to ending this quarter century of humliation. The
Treaty Council was buzzing: runors of resignation threats already
abounded. Landreau was | ooking forward to hearing Rogitel's ful
report.

There were cat people all over the building where he gridded in.

Their hairy, fang-toothed faces made hi m shudder. The Hrrubans were an
abomi nati on agai nst nature's plan. Cats shouldn't walk |ike Humans.

They should go on all four legs like the basically feral aninmals they
i mtated.

When the nmist of transfer cleared, he was facing one of the very
creatures he abhorred. The aninal operating the grid center opened its
mout h at him and showed its teeth, casually displaying its bestiality.

The horror was that it thought it was smling.
He nodded curtly and stepped down.

It was outrageous that these Hrrubans shoul d have stunbled on any
technol ogy as powerful as the transportation grid. Wile the grid was
convenient, having to use it frightened him he preferred to be in
control of the nechanisns used in travel. Wat if the operator hadn't
been wel |l enough trained, and Landreau was trapped in the grid, neither
one pl ace nor another? Supposing soneone with a grievance agai nst him
took a bribe and sent himto the wong destination, even a fatal one?

He woul d have preferred to have the one facility on Earth destroyed, and
its operator returned to its homeworld. Werever that was. |f Landreau
could only find it - - That dammed Treaty neatly bl ocked t hat

aspiration. However, the cats were not fooling Admral Al Landreau

He had | ong since deduced their real objective. This transport grid of
theirs: a single grid, like the one on Terra, could be quickly built
into a giant one, capable of noving arnies.

Yet the bl ockheads and sinmpering idiots in positions of power on the
Amal gamat ed Worl ds refused to see the threat inherent in the cats'

t echnol ogy.

But he had nade allies, supported causes in return for the support of
his. This year would see the end to the Hrruban threat before it becane
a nightmare reality.

The grid operator said sonething in the ridiculous collection of grunts
and growl s that served the beast race for a | anguage. Sounded |ike bad
pl unmbi ng. And that was yet another insult: that Human bei ngs were to
imtate such filthy noise instead of good, clean Terran

"Commander? |'m Nesfa Dupuis,' a |low voice at "94

"95

his el bow said in the Terran | anguage.

Startled but relieved, Landreau turned. The speaker was a small Human



worman with dark skin and gl owi ng brown eyes. She stood next to the grid
station, her hands folded quietly into her vol um nous sl eeves.

"Treaty Councillor,' Landreau said snmoothly, with a gracious nod and a
qui ck handshake. "I want to see everything that you have on this vexing
matter. Wen may | nmeet with the Council? It is inportant that | see
theminmredi ately." The small woman held up a hand. "Not today, |'m
sorry to informyou. W're in the mdst of deep negotiation on space

ri ghts, Commander."

"Hmmph! " Landreau snorted. "lsn't such a negotiation irrelevant in the
face of the crines reported to you?

You' re wasting tine. Mght as well address yourself to i medi ate and
germane i ssues. Save yourself the bother." Landreau realized

i medi ately that he had mi sjudged this one. She was a Doona col ony
synmpat hi zer. Another fardling New Ager. He sighed and turned on a
charm that never failed to work.

"I"d like you to consider ne a friend in this case, Councillor

My Iifelong anbition has been to pronmote the inprovenent of the quality
of life for Humanity. |'ll do everything in ny power to help expedite a
successful conclusion to this disgraceful incident. Then the Counci

can continue its nmore inportant responsibilities.”

"You are so cooperative, Admiral,' Dupuis said al oud, her school ed
expression not revealing her true feelings, but she had | ong since taken
the Admiral's neasure and was aware of sonme of hi' nachinations. "The
Council is, of course, gratefu for any assistance in bringing this
unfortunat situation to a swift conclusion. You will doubties' w sh to
confer with your assistant. An office ha' been set at your disposa

near the one Comandei Rogitel is using. This way, please.

The deep nal e voice crackl ed over the speakei in the airfield contro
tower. "Tower, this is Codep ship Apocal ypse, on final insertion
t hrough orbit.

I'll be down there in a mnute."

"Can't you be nore specific, Fred?" Mrtinson asked, clapping one hand
to his headset and checking the screens which displayed telenetry from
t he-orbi ting navigation probes around Doona.

"Good to hear fromyou. Pad eight is open for your use. Got two
mechani cs on duty this morning if you need any refitting. Happy

| andi ng. The transport ship appeared as a ball of fire in the sky as the
retros ignited in atmosphere and sl owed the descent velocity.

Bel ow, the roof of number 8 bay was rolling open. Apocal ypse set down
expertly in the ring encircling the nunber on the fireproof surface of
the I aunchpad. There was one final burst of fire and a belch of black
snoke as the engi nes shut down. Martinson arrived al ongside the
Apocal ypse in a flitter, with a fum gation team and a custons official
in tow

"Hell o, Martinson. Sorry to have mi ssed New Hone Wek,' the burly

trader said, descending fromthe ship as the teamcrowded himon its way
up into the passenger conpartnent. "Probably cost ne a | ot of business,
but you can only go so fast in space, eh? 1've got bushels of test seed



designated for the farms here. Say, what's all this?" He glanced at
Newy, the custons agent, who took his manifests out of his hand and
mar ched around to the ship's cargo hatch

"Sorry, Fred,' Martinson said. "Every ship has to be gone over with a
fine-tooth conb. Orders.”

"I"ve got ny orders, too!" Horstmann booned.

He was a big man with a big voice, and pale hair buzzed short in a
spaceman's clip. "Got custoners waiting! You'll get your duty fees.

|'ve never shorted you. So what's the scranble for?"

"Only takes a few minutes,' said Martinson, refusing to discuss the
matter. He was deternined not to be caught bending the rul es again.

Hor st mann stood, inpatiently tapping his hand on his thigh until the
custonms agent returned with the clipboard. "Is everything all right?
|'ve got business to do! You can't stop the Horstmann of the Apocal ypse
fromhis ride forever! Ha, ha, ha!"

"Al'l clear,' Martinson said, ignhoring Fred' s traditional joke. Newy
handed his chief the clipboard full of manifests. He nodded over his
shoul der toward the flitter. Fromthe passenger seat, the thin form of
Rogitel arose and approached the trader

"Ah! Commander,' Horstnmann said, extending his hand. "N ce to see you.
I've got your little package for you, tapes fromthe governor of Zapata
Three. Kept it next to nmy heart. Got a real fine collection of seals
froma lot of places |I didn't know existed .?" He cocked his head,
hopi ng to be enlightened.

"Just pass it over,' Rogitel said, ignoring the query and Horstmann's
ext ended hand.

Wth a shrug, Horstmann drew the package out of one of his seal ed
shi psuit pockets. Rogitel took the parcel, exanmined it briefly, and
handed a credit chit to the captain.

"And thank you,' Horstmann said, with overbl own nock courtesy as the
Spacedep official turned and wal ked of f w thout another word.

" Huh!
What's the matter here? Doona's usually a hospitable place.

Couldn't he waste an extra syllable to be polite? Sone people!' The
Codep captain shook his head ruefully. "Well, credits are credits."
Hor st mann tucked away the chit in his pouch. "Bobby!

Cone on! Custoners are waiting!" He wal ked into the Launch Center's

war ehouse, where stalls were set up for traveling traders across from

t he permanent tradi ng booths for the Doona Cooperative of Farmers and
Skillcrafters. These facilities, originally the odd table or two set up
for the display and sal e of nerchandi se, had evolved into tidy shops,
conplete with display cases and specialized lighting. The exchange of
goods and noney becane confortabl e and convenient for traders who didn't
need to establish an on-planet trading route at every stop, and for
their custoners, who could browse about the wares displayed. Al



Ki achi f had suggested the inprovenments. H's ships carried trade goods
fromone world to anot her

Now the port attracted persons of both species fromall over Doona, to
sell their own goods and buy what traders m ght have on offer

"Gve me a nonment to unload the merchandi se, good fol k!'" Hor st mann

pl eaded. "Ah, today's a good day to do business." A couple of Hrruban
ranchers fromtheir Third Village had a string of pack ponies wth them
for sale. As the Apocal ypse had suitable facilities for aninal
transport, Horstmann prow ed around the little animals, lifting a hoof,
exam ning teeth, before he made an opening offer

Ken Reeve arrived at the warehouse in tinme to see Rogitel stalk away in
t he conpany of the portnaster.

"Hel |l o, Horstmann,' he called over the heads of the crowd.

"Well! Reeve, good to see you,' Horstmann booned, coning over to greet
him H s huge hand engul fed Ken's in a conpani onabl e grasp.

"What was the commander afrer here? He usually doesn't grace a
| aunchpad with his presence.”

"I'd a special delivery for ' Skinny Shanks. Bird from Zapata Three
passed it on to ne for him

Since |'mnot due on Terra for another couple of weeks, | could make the
detour here. | got paid for it. Feels like tapes or something. Sealed
up fromone end to the next fromplaces |I've never visited." Then
Hor st mann | owered his voice. "You |ooking for information, eh?"

"Just curious,' Ken replied, equally circunspect.

"Rogitel and Landreau have been on Doona for a week, and they've stayed
on Treaty Island. Not |ike Landreau to waste tinme before junping down
out throats on some damed fool petty issue."

"Hrm ' Horstmann runbl ed synpat hetically.

"Heard sone spacescud | didn't like. | don't believe for a mllisec
that Todd'd be dealing in irreplaceables. If he was, why didn't he
notify me? Everyone knows | offer the best prices on curios.

What else can | tell you?"
"When is Kiachif due here next?" Ken asked.

The big trader |aughed. "Soon, | hope! |I'm supposed to neet him here
in a few days, and I want to be on ny way ASAP. Codep's got sonme new
rulings about trading, and he wants everyone to hear themfromhis
imortal lips. But |I've got a schedule to keep "Having a profitable
season?" Vic Solinari asked, coming over to greet Fred.

"Ch, I've nmade a few credits in conm ssions.
Went through Zapata Three |ike wind through the trees. Al npst thought

they' d never seen an honest trader before." Horstnmann patted his credit
pouch with an air of satisfaction.



"And have they seen one now?" Vic Solinari asked, w nking broadly at
Ken.

"Vicl That cuts me to the quick,' Fred said, his huge hands crossed
dramatically over his heart.

"How many tines have | given you fellows the shirt off ny back?" Then he
made anot her abrupt change of mpod. "In fact, | did once, when no other
size | was carrying would fit one of the mners on Zl otnik.

Poor devil. Gave hima pretty good deal, | might add. Say, perhaps
you'll be interested in these.

Zapata's doing a good line in netal chain, all grades and gauges.
Bobby!" he shouted to his young son who served as his supercargo.

The boy, who was driving a | oader full of nerchandise, stopped when he
heard his father shout. "Roll out sone of that chain! | brought thema
gal vani zer last trip, and the results are fine. Wn't ever rust.

You got my personal guarantee. They're starting a |line of ergonomc
hand tools that 1'll bring along next tine. Fit the hand.

Save the blisters. You'll be interested in those." The two Hrrubans
cane over to discuss the ponies and ended up taking part of their price
i n narrow gauge netal chain. They shook hands and Horstnmann arranged
with one of the Humans from First Village to have the beasts boarded
until he was ready to | oad up and | eave. Ken | ooked over the netal work
and ot her goods which Horstmann's son placed on the |long tables. The
trader hinself passed anpbng them shaki ng hands and arrangi ng deal s

qui ckly. Sone Doonans paid in credit vouchers; others w th goods, such
as rough or cut genstones or finished craftwork

Pottery, textiles, ready-to-wear tunics and overalls were placed out by
Horstmann's crew for inspection. A large, floppy bundl e came out on the
next skidl oad, and Fred pounced on it.

"Well, these have cone a long way. Hey, Reeve, he call ed.

"Here's horsehides with your ranch markings on them Sell them they
get ridden and eaten, and the hides end up back here for craftwork.

Now, that's recycling."

"My brand?" Ken asked curiously, making his way over to look. "That's
ny brand, all right.

Where did you say these came fron? Zapata? i didn't sell this many to
anyone on that world. At least | don't think so."

"Well, you nust have,' Horstmann poi nted out.

"I"d know t he Reeve Ranch marki ngs anywhere, and Zapatan provenance is
with "em

Ken flipped over one hide after another. Twenty still showed his freeze
mar k but he couldn't renmenber having sold a full score of horses tc
Zapata Three. He'd easily recall a sale that would have fed his famly
for a year or nore. Then he clicked his tongue on his teeth.



Coul d he be | ookin at hides of aninmals that had gone nissing?

Over period of years, there'd been a fair nunber ol inexplicable

di sappearances. Sone he could chal up against hunting ndas, disease, or
ssersa: a fe', would be a normal enough loss for any rancher. Bu
twenty? Maybe Todd was right. Rustlers hac returned to Doona and taken
the animals off-worlc in spite of satellite surveillance.

H des kept a long time. They could be accunu | ated and then sold when
enough tinme had passec to dimmenory of their loss. Soneone had bl un
dered, letting the rustled hides make their way back to Doona.

The general nethod of nmaking profi fromrustling was to take the aninals
to a pastora world that wasn't yet cleared for animal residence where
col oni sts were desperate for breeding stoci and fresh neat.

Thriftily then the colonists trade cured hides to other planets for
goods. Probably swapped hides for sone of Zapata's new chai ns.

Now i f he could just trace the hides back, to Zapata to the col onists
and then to the men who'd sold themthe aninmals, he could pass that

i nformati on on to Pol dep. Having them conme back in a lunp proved it was
one person who'd been responsible all along, not several different

gangs. That'd be a good fact to pass on to Pol dep

"Fred, who sold you these?"
"Why?" The trader squinted at hi m suspiciously.

"Somet hing wong with "en? You know dammed well, Reeve, | don't deal in
stol en goods and |'ve the Zapatan provenance.

"So you do,' Ken said reasonably, "but I'd be grateful if you could give
me a nane."

"Truth to tell, I can't. | was shaking hands and changing credits so
fast that | have no face to attach to the goods." Horstmann | ooked
genuinely regretful. "I'd ve checked if |I'd thought it odd, but | know
you sell off-world.

Ken suppressed his frustration and asked with a friendly smle, "How
long will you be on Doona?"

"I"ve got to wait for Kiachif, "cone frost, fire, or flood," as he
says,' Fred replied, grinning. "I'msupposed to take a shipnent for him
into the Hruban arm and he hasn't caught up with ne yet.

| got a nessage on the beacon that this tinme |I'd better stay where | am
Not that | wouldn't. Don't tell him but I'mfond of the old pirate.

"Good,' Ken said. "Fred, | know you got the provenance so don't take
this wong, but I've got a feeling that these aninals were stolen from
ne.

Wul d you let ne take the hides to check against the sales records?"

"I"'d like to, Ken, | really would,' Horstmann said, bobbing his head
fromside to side in his reluctance, "but | nmight be able to sell "em
Can't sell "emif the buyer can't see "em now can |? Wy, ny wfe hear

about me doing sonmething like that, even to a good honest nan |ike



yoursel f, and she'd skin nme and put my hide in with the rest."
"I understand, Fred, | really do,' Ken said, hiding his exasperation

"But | ook, there's a conputer outlet right here in the Hall. Just let
me have a chance to check the brand numbers. Won't take | ong and these
coul d be evidence." At the word "evidence,' Horstmann froze.

Pol dep investigations were the bane of any licensed trader. They neant
unavoi dable and unlinmted delays. He narrowed an eye at Ken. "Well, so
long's it's only just across the Hall. But | didn't get "emillegal

You know we don't deal in bad merchandise.”

"I know that, Fred. Thanks." Under Horstmann's bal eful gaze, Ken
switched on the termnal and keyed in his user code. Ken watched the
trader out of the corner of his eye until he got involved in a de'al and
temporarily forgot about Ken and evi dence.

If these were horses that had gone m ssing over the past few years, then
he-and ot her ranchers who said they'd had periodic | osses-m ght be able
to break up this new spate of rustling. That is, if they could al so
solve how the rustlers were getting past the security satellites. Having
solid evidence to show Pol dep woul d ensure their cooperation. And prove
ranchers hadn't just been careless in pulling up ssersa or keeping
proper track of their stock

Ken had to think hard to renember when he first |lost track of a horse
for which a carcass had never been found. Even ndas left the skull and
hooves and occasionally scraps of hide and bone fragments.

It had to have been five or nmore years ago. He called up his records
for a date ten years back when the horses were rounded up for their
annual checkup. Now he renenbered. In late sumerl

one of his stallions hadn't come home, a big powerful bay who'd sired a
fine few foals before he di sappeared. Buster he'd been call ed.

Ken initiated a search for that nane.

The screen bl anked and was replaced with the "One Mnent Pl ease'
graphic. Ken twitched inpatiently while the search went on. In a few
m nutes, the screen cleared, then filled with nane, description, and
freeze mark. Ken jotted the nunber down and started flipping through
the hides, trying to find a match. He didn't.

"I"mdoing this backward, he told hinself. He blanked the screen and
began to type in the nunbers on the Zapatan hides and asked for matching
dat a.

The program in the way of all conputer inventory prograns, was
painfully slow. Each query consumed several mnutes, having to access
data fromthe master mainfrane on the other side of the planet.

Fretfully Ken drummred his fingertips on the console and glared at the
cheery graphic.

When the screen changed, he pounced on the keyboard.

"There! Cuddy, two-year-old, sired by Maglev out of Corona, black and
white pinto, gelded." Ken slapped the hide, pleased. "Six years ago



eh?" He hit the key to copy and print the docunment, then flipped Cuddy's
hi de over to the next one. His hand was arrested in mdair as he

gl anced fromthe hide to the screen and back again. This was an

Appal oosa hide, |eopard Appal oosa at that, small black flecks on white.

"Wait a minute! This didn't cone off Cuddy." Undeniably the file said
pinto, but the skin was white flecked w th bl ack

Ken sat back in the chair with a thunp. Not that a pinto could change
its spots to | eopard Appal oosa. He checked the brand nunbers agai n but
the figures tallied. Could lon or Todd have entered the freeze brand to
Cuddy's file? He felt a spurt of righteous anger over such sl oppiness.
But neither lon nor Todd was prone to be slipshod.

Not about recording the correct markings. He frowned. He didn't have
many Apples. Kelly's father liked the breed. But the freeze mark was
his, not Vic's.

Per pl exed, he turned to the next one, a bright bay with a white saddl e
mar k shaped like a parallelogramjust below the freeze brand.

The brand designated a two-year-old chestnut with no saddl e nark.

Could there be a glitch in the systen? Could the conputer be scranbling
his files? He'd have renenbered a | eopard Appal oosa and a bright bay
with such a distinctive saddle mark. These were totally unfamliar
animals. He needed a control

He entered the markings froma horse he knew better than any ot her
ani mal on Doona, his mare Socks. She was Reeve Ranch entry #1. Socks

was elderly now, but still willing to go out for a ride in fine weather
Data scrolled up, and Ken went straight to the description of the
animal. This one was all right. It was the mare, all the way down to

her four white socks. So what was wong with the other files?

He brought up again the first two he had tried, wondering if solar
flares had interfered with the satellite transm ssion of data from
Treaty Island Archives the first time. To his -chagrin, they remained
unaltered and the hides still bore marks of horses he didn't recognize.

One by one, Ken conpared his records with the freeze-dry markings for
each hide in the bundle.

When he was through, not one of the hides matched the col or description
of the horse that should have worn it. It was as if soneone had lifted
the brands fromhis horses and transferred them onto soneone else's, a
renoval that he knew was, if not inpossible, then certainly achieved by
a heretof ore unknown process.

"You get what you want, Reeve?" Horstmann asked cheerfully, coming over
in between a spate of deals to slap the other man on the back

Ken shrugged. "Yes and no, Fred." A very clever operator was naking a
profit on selling rustled aninmals on Zapata Three and, probably,
el sewhere

And wi th Zapatan provenances, surely there was a way of finding out who
t hat cl ever person was.

"When Al Kiachif arrives, I'd like to talk with him



Had any bids on these hides?" Ken didn't want them scattered, but he
al so couldn't block a sale for Fred just to keep the evidence in one
pl ace.

"Well, the Hrruban in the Doona Cooperative of Farners and Skilicrafters
booth sounded interested in them"

"look, I'"lIl give you a deposit

"Against the price? O just to hold "enf"
"To hold "em Fred.

That provenance might be forged."

"Didn't |look forged to ne!" Fred' s eyes w dened at the nere suggestion
that he'd been conned.

"Neverthel ess, you don't want to sell and then find out the provenance
was counterfeit, if you know what | mean." Ken deliberately used Al
Kai chifs favorite phrase.

"I know what you nean: fines! Gkay. Under the circunstances, Ken, [|'l
wai ve the deposit and put these damed things to one side where no one
"11 see "em That hel p you?"

"It surely does, Fred, and | appreciate it nmore than | can say." Ken
smled gratefully but he rather suspected that Horstnmann m ght be
cutting sone sly deals on the side that he didn't want the senior Codep
captain to know about. Normally such a favor cost a ot nore than just
the breath it took to ask it.

"Don't forget to tell Kiachif that | need to see him" Arned with his
curious findings, Ken arranged an interview with the Pol dep chief in
charge of Doona's quadrant of the Amal gamated Worl ds.

Pol dep, the enforcenent arm of the Amal gamated Worl ds Admi ni stration,

had jurisdiction on every planet which had signed the charter. Sanpson
DeVeer listened politely to Ken's theory about rustlers somehow evadi ng
the security satellites, but clearly he was finding it hard to believe.

"It's a very interesting theory, M. Reeve, he said blandly. He was a
tall man who had been cal | ed good-1ooking by many wonen behi nd hi s back
because his diffident manner kept them from approachi ng the man hi nsel f.
He had broad shoul ders and an intelligent face. H's wavy hair and

nmoust ache were nearly black. "I'd need proof to proceed, you
understand. Not just specul ation."

"I have proof,' Ken said, producing the filmcopies. DeVeer's casua
attitude was beginning to get on his nerves. DeVeer was runored to be
ant i Doona, though he wasn't an active antagonist to the colony. He
clainmed he was just trying to do his job, and the presence of unknowns
like the Hrrubans made it nmore difficult for him "These hides have
been altered in some way.

DeVeer tented his fingers, peering through them at the hard copy that
Ken had spread out on his desk. "That's very unlikely, M. Reeve. It's
nore probable the records were changed. In nmy twenty years serving

Pol dep, | have never conme across anyone, or anything, that can produce



an undetectable alteration to the freeze-dry-process brands.” Hi s tone
was unequi vocal

"Well, soneone has,' Ken insisted, indicating the | eopard Appal oosa hide
whi ch ought to have been black and white. "I don't run Apples. But

that's my freeze brand. And you know a horse has never been known to
alter its hide."

"Perhaps the skin was dyed?"

"I'f the | eopard Apple had turned black and white, 1'd say that was
possi bl e, but not probable.

There is also no trace of dye according to this chem cal analysis of the
hide." And Ken tossed that flinmsy across the desk to DeVeer

"M. Reeve,' DeVeer said again patiently. "These are negative proofs.
You have the hide of a horse that you say you never owned with a brand
to an animal you did." He held up a hand to forestall an outburst. "I
know t hat rustling has been an ongoi ng probl em on Doona.

I've investigated several cases nyself. The freeze-brand system was
devel oped to prevent rustling. 1'd say it has. Now you cone al ong,
wanting to contest the validity of that excellent system

Frankly | don't think this is a case of rustling. Mybe you should I ook
alittle closer to home, where sone people mght have a chance to
duplicate your brand on strays that they can legally sell off-world.

Doesn't your son have regul ar access to spacegoi ng transport?" Ken
barely kept himself from reaching across the desk and planting his fist
firmy in DeVeer's face.

"Are you suggesting that Todd has rustled horses fromthe ranch he wll
one day inherit?"

"Inherit m ght be presunptuous, M. Reeve, but the opportunity is there
. Now, now, |ook at this objectively, M. Reeve. I'mtrying to
clarify a perplexing set of facts. |I'mnot speaking with any intent to
offend. Let nme put it to you this way.

If, for exanple, you had a horse, a living one, with a brand matching
one of these stolen hides, | would have a lead to investigate - a
duplication of nunbers, which is a possibility. An honest error at
branding ti me when you got to handle a | ot of foals.

O if you know who had bred this | eopard Appal oosa, |'d have anot her
lead. And if you knew how t hese brands could be altered, which is

somet hing |1've never heard of, then we really would have a cause for an
i mediate and intensive inquiry. As it is, we have nothing to go on but

unli kely specul ati on and possi bl e data base errors." He stood up
indicating the interview was over. "I assure you that, if you come to
me with sonething concreteeven one piece of evidence - I'Il be glad to

listen.” Ken got nost of his anger blown out of his systemon his way
back to the ranch. Any Pol dep inspector worthy of his rank woul d have
seen the anomalies in hides with inappropriate markings. Data base
errors! Duplication of freeze-brand nunbers! That had never happened,
not in the twenty-four years he'd been breeding horses. Nor had it
happened to any other rancher, Hayuman or Hrruban



That sly dig about Todd inheriting being presunptuous. Presum ng what ?
That Todd would be found guilty and sent to a penal colony and denied
the right to inherit colonial |and anywhere?

Ken made hinsel f cal m down and warned hinself not to even consider such
an outcome. it was dark when he reached the ranch and the lights bl azed
out a wel come on the flower beds Pat had | abored so long to surround the
house. He was glad to see Kelly had been invited over for dinner again,
but he hoped Pat wouldn't be silly enough to push Todd.

That lad didn't push! He stood his ground and he was doing it now with
courage and fortitude.

Ken was prouder than ever of his son.

The nonent Ken started recounting his discovery, Pat put dinner on hold
and, instead of the neal, the big round table was spread with the hard
copy. Ken had talked Fred into letting himtake two of the hides hone
and he'd stopped by the vet lab to borrow a m croscope for a good | ook
at the hide narks.

"This is a real stunper,' Todd said, looking up fromhis turn at the
m croscope. He gestured for Kelly to take a turn at the eyepiece.

"There's no shadow of an original freeze mark. 1'd swear this one was
the first one, and genuine. Only it can't be.

"Cause Cuddy was a pinto, not a |eopard Apple."

"Coul d they have used a chemical to neutralize the original brand nmark?"
Pat asked, studying the printout of the descriptions of the horses whose
nunbers had appeared on the w ong hides.

Ken shook his head. "There's no chemcal that can do that. "A | aser?"
Robi n asked brightly, sure he'd come up with the I ogical solution. "That
| ooks |i ke chem cal burns sonetines.

"Black magic is the nore likely answer,' Kelly said in a gloony tone,
| eani ng back fromthe mcroscope. "I'd swear that was genuine and the
only mark that hide had ever worn."

"You raise Apples, Kelly,' Ken began

"Yeah, but we don't sell our |eopards. You know that. And if one of
ours had gone m ssing, you know that Dad and M chael woul d have conbed
the planet to find it. Ken knew that was true enough

"Todd, | got a job for you,' he said, placing an arm about his son's
shoul der. "We've got to get all the other ranches to let us do a
read-only search of mssing stock and the brands they wore. If we find
a mssing horse wearing one of those brands,' and he pointed to the
lists, "we'll have sone solid evidence to give DeVeer

Wth a wy grin, Todd said, "The old fogey didn't suggest that your son
m ght be using his ol' dad's legitimate brand marks to sell stock

of f-world, did he?" Ken wasn't quite quick enough to mask his
annoyance- and di smay at Todd's droll query.

"What' Il they think of next to hang on Todd's neck?" Kelly denmanded
indignantly. "As if you could fit one horse in the Al batross, let alone



seventeen or twenty!" Ken snapped his fingers. "Dam, now why didn't |
think of that factor?"

"You were probably far too mad to do so,' Pat said, raising her eyebrows
in anusenent.

"You're right about that. Now, let's get back to work. Robin, have you
had a chance to find out who's m ssing stock?" Robin produced a flinsy
fromhis pocket. "And M. Hu said a rancher named Tobin's been
conpl ai ni ng that some of his stock has run off."

"Let's get details on those aninals, then, and not just freeze brands,
but full descriptions and marKkings.

"Maybe Hrriss could . " I nessa began, and then cl apped her hands
over her mouth, her eyes big with regret at mentioning that name in
Todd' s heari ng.

"You can ask him Inessa,' Todd said evenly.

"You're not under any restraint. Find out if Hrruban ranches are
m ssing horses, too. Maybe the rustling's only aimed at Hayumans.

"You can't possibly nean to inply that Hrrubans would stoop to
rustling?" Kelly asked, regretting the statenment the instant the words
were out of her nouth.

"They'd be the last to rustle hrrsses,' Todd said, whinsically using
Hrriss's pronunciation. "But sonmeone might Iike to make it | ook that
way. "

"Good point, Todd,' Ken said. "Nowlet's "Let's have di nner,' Pat
interjected, "before it's spoiled. The hides will keep.

After dinner, in which theory and specul ation were rife, everyone went
of f on their designated searches. Robin took the famly flitter and
zoormed away to visit the Dautrish farm Kelly went off in hers

prom sing to do a thorough search of the Solinari records and see if

per haps the | eopard Appl e had been bred by another rancher. Ken used
the office systemto double-check his records at source and Todd settled
in at the conputer ternminal in his room

He put up a mail nessage to the hundreds of ranches on Doona, asking
perm ssion to do a readonly on their stock files, and | eaving his user
nunber and nane as the signature. Then he put a control list of the
nunbers and hides that his father had gone through. Before he finished
that, three ranchers had fl ashed back perm ssion. First he listed

m ssing stock, by nunmber and description. He set up a separate file to
i sol ate description matches.

When he thought of going to Main Records to obtain nunbers of hides
returned to Doona for |eather processing, he used the ranch nunber, in
case his was unacceptable to Treaty Island. He berated hinself for the
growi ng paranoi a he sensed as a result of his house arrest, but he
needed this information too badly to wish to be denied access.

He didn't dismiss the possibility that soneone had made illicit use of
the Reeve Ranch freezemark files. And although rustling had been an
ongoi ng problem for ranchers, that sort of illegal entry snacked of a

very long-termeffort. Rustlers were in and out, making a quick profit



fromtheir hauls. They certainly wouldn't plan so precisely howto
confuse records and an entire, viable industry. O would they?

It was that | eopard Apple hide with a blatantly Reeve brand that really
baffled him He knew he couldn't rest until he'd found where that horse
had been bred and who had owned it.

As he was to discover in the next few days, |ots of people had m ssed
horses that they never traced, never found the carcass of, and had never
bot hered reporting. Every rancher expected to lose a few to natura
calamties. But the nore he | ooked, the nore he cane to realize that no
ranch had | ost as many over the past ten years as the Reeves.

Brandi ng an aninmal with some other ranch's ID sinmply wasn't the sort of
practical joke ranchers played on each other. Not by the dozens,
certainly.

VWil e one bay hide could | ook |ike another bay hide, swirl marks were
taken when an ani nal was registered. Broken-color horses were far
easier to identify fromtheir birth diagranms, which plainly indicated
t he shapes of the darker hair.

Then a thought struck him Maybe these weren't Doonan horses at all. At
| east the ones whose hides Ken had found. Maybe that was the deception
horses stol en from another planet marked with Doona brands to satisfy

i nnocent purchasers. No wonder there was a Zapata provenance. \Wen he
di scovered how nmany col onial worlds bred horses, with vast herds far too
large to be individually marked, Todd deci ded he'd | eave that option
till last.

He'd | ook first for those animals whi ch had been di scovered dead.

The cause of their dem se would be in the records . . . and there
were quite a few

All with the initials MA for Mark Aden, Len Adjei's former assistant. SS
meant ssersa poi soning, Ms for snake, M for nda, A for accient-broken
leg or some other injury which resulted in euthanasia.

The unexpl ai ned di sappear ances, however, began to increase over the | ast
few years.

The fact that the Reeve Ranch suffered the nost |osses and that the
spurious hide marks were all Reeve brands as well worried Todd.

Admi ral Landreau was back on Doona. Any exanple of inconpetence, any
whi ff of dishonesty that coul d be charged agai nst the Reeves, could be
sei zed on and used by Landreau and others to try and get them deported,
could work against the welfare of the entire colony. This was too
precarious a time for himto be trapped by a honme arrest, out of

circul ation, out of action when he was nost needed.

Anger suffused Todd. Ever since he set foot on Doona, he had defended
the ideal it exenplifiedharnmoni ous cohabitation. He knew to the narrow
of his bones, the cells of his blood, the lungs that breathed clear
Doonan air, that Huiss felt an equal dedication

Why had he decided that they had to answer that Mayday? He answered
hi nsel f. Because, being who he was, reared as he was, he could have
done nothing el se. And soneone very clever had counted on that! He



couldn't quite see Adnmral Landreau being so psychol ogically astute.
Rogitel, now, he mght. But Todd had had little intercourse with the
conmander -only that one neeting on Hrretha.

Not really time enough in desultory formal responses for even a trained
psychol ogi st to have taken that kind of neasure of anyone.

Anot her file for a mssing horse recalled himto the task at hand and he
punched the print button.

The stack of films beside himwas grow ng.

He'd had to make a j oke out of DeVeer suspecting himof doing the
smuggling for profit.

And yet, with all those val uables found on the Al batross, it wouldn't be
so hard for soneone else to accept that possibility. But for anyone to
think that he, Todd Reeve, or Hrriss, son of Hrrestan, Hiruban |eader of
Rrala, would sully all they had lived for, worked for. that was very
hard to swall ow. The beautiful dreamthat was Doona was i nexorably
slipping away fromhis grasp, deny it though he mght. 1isa had never
under st ood his passion for Doona. And really, neither did Robin or

I nessa, but they had never l|ived under the restraints of Earth society,
so they'd no idea what they'd lose. He wished for the millionth tine
that he could talk to Hrriss. If it wasn't for the support of his

fam ly, the often stunbling reassurances of old friends, the w sdom of
Hrruvul a, his counsel, and Kelly's daily visits, he would find that
unendur abl e.

The cheery "One Monment Pl ease' graphic appeared on the screen again.
Todd felt another rush of hot rage, which he fought to dispel

It didn't do any good to tear hinself up, but he was frustrated and
angry. Instead of being out there, offering support for the ongoing
Treaty tal ks which would cerment permanent rel ations between Earth and
Hrruba, ensuring Doona's continuance, Todd was being used as a pawn to
break the colony and the alliance. Every tinme he answered one charge or
began to sol ve one problem another cropped up to claimhis attention

It was curious, because everything seened centered on himor his father
And that incontrovertibly led to Admral Al Landreau as the nost |ikely
origin of this conplex conspiracy. He had no proof nor the freedom of
novement to secure any.

Why did aninpsity consunme Landreau to the point where his revenge on the
Reeves, father and son, enbraced Doona, and all the good that had been
achi eved over a quarter of a century?

Todd searched his menory of those early days on Doona. O course, he
had arrived after Ken and the other ten col onists had struggl ed through
an unbelievably long and cold winter to build homes for their fanmlies
when the ship arrived in the springtinme. Eleven nen, placed alone on a
supposedl y uni nhabited planet, had to make all the decisions of

soci alization and civilization that would frame a new world. They
courageously faced physical hazards and the incredible noral obligation
When Ken had di scovered the Hrruban village, they had been ready to

| eave i n obedi ence to the prohibitions which had been hamrered into
their heads alnost frombirth: cohabitation with another species could
only result in the destruction of the other species. But the Hrrubans
were no gentle, vulnerable, sensitive ephenerals.



Circumst ances had swept the Terrans along at a furious pace, and they
had found thensel ves cohabiting, with no way to adhere to their decision
to | eave Doona. Todd grinned, w shing he had been nore aware when his
father had |l ost his tenper at the various bureaucrats who had bl aned the
colonists for the untenable situation. Once the nutual benefits of this
trial cohabitation had been understood, Alreldep, with Admral Sumtral
and Codep had accepted with fair grace. But Landreau, the Spacedep
representative, never forgot and showed no hint of forgiveness.

Todd took a break fromthe computer and got up to stretch. He raised
his arms over his head and heard the crack as muscl es protested bei ng
forced to remain too long in the sane position. At some point, his

not her had quietly left a pitcher of juice, sonme buttered bread, and the
final wedge of the dinner pie on a tray on the worktop

Gratefully he poured a glass of juice and, with the pie in one hand,
wal ked to the window. He was thankful every day for the abundance of
real and tasty food.

He still renenbered the netallic taste of chil dhood nmeals, the saneness
of each supposedly nutritous nmeal. He had always felt hungry.

He pushed open the wi ndow and | eaned his el bows on the frame. The sun
was starting to drop behind the trees over the river at the bottom of
the pasture. He wished he could be out and doi ng, back at his job, able
to visit his friends. Even when he was a small boy, he had hated
confinenent. Never mind that his prison was the many acres of his
father's ranch: his freedom of movenent had been severely curtailed and
he was unused to that. It was, however, better than a genuine
incarceration in a four-by-four-neter cell. The only tines he had been
allowed to | eave the ranch over the | ast two weeks had been to appear on
Treaty Island, for nore questioning. Each time, he had hoped for a
glinpse of Hrriss, but their visits didn't coincide.

The prosecutors were being careful to keep themstrictly apart.

The incrimnating evidence of illegal artifacts found on the Al batross
was quite enough to convict themof crimnal activities inconsonant wth
the positions of trust both he and Hrriss had hel d.

Wth Landreau and Rogitel briefingtheir attorneys, this could call into
guestion the success of the Doona Experinent of Cohabitation

That woul d be a rather farfetched allegation, since one Hayuman and one
Fi nl i ban were invol ved, not two nenbers of the sanme species working
agai nst the interests of the other

Their defense attorney was Hrruvula, a brilliant Hrruban advocate of the
same Stripe as First Speaker but young enough to be light-furred, a
shade that the horseman in Todd named buckski n.

Hs stripe, while still narrow, was a dark accent to his fine hide. His
Standard was as fluent as a nativeborn Terran and i ndeed he had

assi duously studi ed both the | anguage and the | egal systens of Earth as
wel | as those of his home planet. He had one assistant, the physica
opposite of his tall nuscular self, a dinnutive dark-haired,

dar k- conpl ected Terran named Sue Bail ey, a nanme Todd t hought
inordinately appropriate for a legal clerk. During all the sessions
Todd had attended, she said little, rarely glancing up fromthe square
portabl e over which her fingers flewin taking down their conversations.



Hrruvul a made no bones about the fact that the evidence-tape and

obj ects, and nost especially the Byzanian d ow St one-damed Todd and
Hrriss. Todd suggested that Poldep had not investigated any of the
anomal i es or made any attenpt to question other suspects.

"When they have you and Hrriss, with your fingers in the till as it
were,' Hrruvula said, revealing a fine understanding of old Terran

nmet aphors that would delight Kelly, "they have no notivation to | ook for
anyone el se. But you two have no notive that | have been able to

di scover.

You both have the reputation of indisputable honor and dedi cat ed
responsibility. You both have a splendid future on Doona, and only
fool s, which neither of you are, would jeopardize such a future so near
to its real inauguration: the renegotiation of the Treaty of Doona."
"Have you di scovered anyone else with such notive?" Hruvula lifted his
shoul ders. "As you suggested, Admral Landreau's public aninosity
toward Doona as well as his frequent assertions that he would "get the
Reeves" have been verified. Docunentation has been providcd by many
em nent personages. But there is no proof.

"There has to be . . ." Todd had interrupted.
Hrruvula held up his first digit, claw tip show ng.
H s jaw had dropped slightly and his eyes sparkl ed.

"Yet." Then Hrruvula had asked if they had any nore information about
the hides.

The Treaty Council nmenbers sat |ooking austere and troubled, facing
Conmander Landreau over the Council table. The head of Spacedep was
flanked by Rogitel, his assistant, and by Varnorian of Codep, who | ooked
bored by the whol e proceedi ng. Landreau sat hunched slightly over his
cl asped hands, |ike a noody predator bird, as he reiterated the charges
agai nst Todd Reeve and Hrri ss.

Todd and Hrriss were not present for this introductory session

They were, naturally, represented by Hruvula, with Sue Bailey tapping
qui et fingers on her keys. Wth a Poldep officer on guard, the illicit
artifacts were displayed, the G ow Stone in a heavy plastic case

Sanpson DeVeer was al so present, seated next to the recording secretary
at the foot of the table.

"The accused, Todd Reeve and Hrriss, both colonists of this planet, have
been granted nunmerous unusual privileges,' Landreau began

"Anmong them exclusive use of a scout-class spaceship and al nost
unlimted access to the Archives and ot her records.

"These "privil eges" were warranted by their extra-planetary duties which
they have faultlessly executed to the benefit of their native planets
and their adopted world," Hrruvula replied. "They were el ected

unani nously to fulfill the position of travelling enissaries for
Doonai Rral a. "

"Yes, and see how they reward the trust put in them' Landreau spat out.



"I'l'l egal invasion of space, piracy, snuggling!"

"W are by no nmeans convinced, Admiral Landreau,' Madam Dupuis said in a
stern tone, "that the defendants are guilty of piracy and smuggli ng.

They have both separately maintained that neither of them placed the
artifacts on the Al batross, nor could the one have done so w thout the
ot her's know edge."

"But their own log clains otherwi se." Landreau made his voi ce sound
reasonabl e, even saddened by the cl andestine activities of Todd and
Hriss. "I amnot at all satisfied by the so-called confessions that
your interview extracted fromthe, er, defendants."

"My clients would be happy, in fact delighted, to answer these
al  egations under oath,' Hrruvula replied.

"How good is the word of such deceitful parties?"

"Cbjection!" Hrruvula said, shooting to his feet.

"Sust ai ned,' Madam Dupui s said, shooting a repressive |ook at Landreau
The Admiral took a deep breath and, with a fixed smle, continued.

"Oaths in a case such as this are not good enough,' Landreau said, and
began enunerating his reasons. They claimthere was a robot beacon
orbiting Hrilnorr IV. Adnmiralty Records enphatically proves that no
such beacon ever existed. On the off chance that a rogue beacon from
some ot her system or passing vessel had entered the system and been
drawn to Hrrilnorr 1V, a scout was dispatched to search. No trace of
any nechani cal devices was found except the ones assigned to that
system But,' and now he waggl ed his finger, "an astonishing assortnent
of illegal objects and that Byzanian d ow Stone were unquestionably
found secreted aboard the Al batross, and those two young nen'-his tone
made that designation an insult-'deny any know edge of them" He paused
dramatically. "1

i nsist on guaranteed veracity. They nust submit to interrogation-by
qualified technicians, of courseunder querastrin.

An agitated murrmur runbl ed through the Council chamnber, although
Hrruvul a, whom Landreau was wat chi ng, appeared unnmoved by such a drastic
course. Querastrin was by no means a new truth drug, but it was a harsh
one. It stripped the person under its influence of both privacy and
dignity.

Sui ci des followi ng querastrin interrogation were frequent: nmore often in
t he cases of those proved innocent under such a drug than those
convicted of crimes they had deni ed.

Hrruvula fixed his deceptively mld green gaze on Landreau and al | owed
the pupils to slowy contract.

Landreau shuddered inwardly.

"But why should it be needed in this instance, Admiral ?" the counse
asked. "Querastrin seens rather an extrene neasure. Both Terran and
Hrruban courts permt suspects of all but the nbst bizarre crines to
retain their dignity and give evidence under oath. My clients, on the



occasi on of the inspection in Councillor Dupuis's presence and
separately during every interrogatory session, have explained the
circunmstances of their entry into the Hrrilnorr system

Their account has not varied in any particular during any repetition."
"But their "account" does not tally with the physical evidence
supporting their arrest. The future of an entire colony is at stake
here, don't you understand that?" Landreau asked plaintively, neeting
every Councillor's eyes in turn. "Does that not count against the
wel | -being of two single citizens? As a Human, | am appalled that one
of my kind invaded a sector which you Hrubans claimed as your own
territory. A deliberate and preneditated abrogation of a specific
Treaty clause, and that is the least of their acts against the Treaty.

Surely you rmust w sh such unscrupul ous persons renmoved fromthis society
to prevent themtainting the mnds of your young fol k who have, | am
tol d, become accustoned to follow ng the | ead of.

these two young nmen. Doona does not need such role nodels." Landreau
allowed his dismay to be clearly seen

The Treaty Controller nodded slowy as if agreeing with that assertion
of opprobrium Landreau's eyes narrowed slightly and the hint of a
smle pulled at his thin lips. The comobn good was a sensible tack to
take in rammng honme his points.

A nice wedge, neatly driven in to make these idiots reexanine their
val ues.

Hrruvul a di smssed that with a wave of his hand.
"Who are we to consider to have tai nted whom Commander?" he asked.

"Cui bono, Counsellor,' Landreau said. "Who profits fromthe crimes? In
the testinony given to this august body, the suspects failed curiously
to address several interesting items which | have uncovered. Then, too,
| have recently come into possession of evidence, just brought to ny
attention, on another matter entirely.

The government of Zapata Three felt obliged to subnmit this directly to
me. This includes not only these financial records,' and Landreau
extended a sheaf of flinsies for the court steward to present to the
Councillors, "but a description of a male, one point nine neters tall

wi th dark brown hair and blue eyes, calling hinself Ri kard Baliff, the
naned depositor. This so-called R kard Baliff has had a nmost lucrative
and active account for the last ten years. The date of the first
deposit, by chance, happens to be only two nmonths after that scout,

Al batross, was assigned to Todd Reeve and Hrriss, son of Hrrestan. The
nost recent deposit was nade only three weeks ago."

"I fail to see the relevance of these docunents,' Hrruvula remarked with
a slight, exasperated sigh of boredom

"I't's obvious enough to nme, to any thoughtful person,' Landreau replied,
pi qued. "Young M. Reeve has been building a stake hinmself, should the
Doona Experiment fail. Anewlife, with a new nane-financed, in part,
we may now surnise on this new evidence-by the sale of horses bearing
Reeve Ranch freeze marks as well as the rare artifacts found on the

Al batross. | have depositions,' and he fluttered nore sheets for the
steward to hand over to the Councillors, "that this Ri kard Baliff was



al ways acconpani ed by a Hrruban

Plainly the two have been in collusion for a long tine." Madam Dupui s
di sgui sed her anger only by a great effort of will. Despjte this new
and nost unsettling evidence, she could not inmagi ne Todd Reeve as a
conniving rustler and snuggler any nore than she could see Hrriss being
| ed around by the nose as an acconplice in such a nefarious undert aki ng.
Why, Todd woul d have been barely twenty-one at the time he all egedly
started this gal axy-wi de enterprise. Furthernore, someone in those ten
years woul d surely have recogni zed Todd and Hrriss at some point during
their visits to Zapata and commented on it. Especially if Todd and
Hrriss were at the same tinme representing the colony at an official
function. She eased fromone buttock to another, conpelled by her oath
as a Treaty Councillor to hear out this renmarkable fabrication of
Landreau's and fretting the way evi dence upon evi dence was being piled

up.

When Landreau began to read fromthe docunents, as if the Councillors
were too infirmto do so for thenselves, she interrupted him "Have you
any witnesses who can testify to the presence of Todd Reeve and Hrriss
on Zapata to conduct these transactions?"

"Only scan the frequency of deposits, Madam Dupui s, and you will

see' -Landreau's smile broadened-'that the dates match the tines-on List
B- 2-when Reeve and his Hrruban partner were | ogged off Doona on official
visits." Madam Dupuis turned to her colleagues. "I would like to see
their flight plans and | og records for the past ten years."

"That is List B-3, Madam Dupuis,' Rogitel said helpfully.

"I't would seemthat they have becone deft at altering the Al batross | og
to del ete unauthorized | andi ngs at Zapata, and on other worlds,"
Landr eau sai d.

"If I may interject a word here,' Rogitel said, "since the assistant
seal ed the Al batross immedi ately upon its | anding four weeks ago, they
did not have tine to alter the log on that journey. The need to do so
woul d account for why they were so insistent on postponing the
obligatory inspection of their craft until such tine when they could
return and delete the incriminating portions.” One of the Treaty
Councillors rattled the deposit sheet. "A lot of credit's flowed
through this account. Were did the withdrawals go?"

"Why, to purchase illegal and snuggled itens, sir,' Landreau said as if
any fool could have deduced that. "And undoubtedly to secure silence
fromany who might informon their clandestine activities."

"Frankly, Admiral, | find that allegation harder to believe than any
ot her evi dence you have presented to this court,' Madam Dupui s said.
"Both young nen have worked ceasel essly to ensure that the Doona
Experi nent conti nues."

"Ah!" and Landreau raised his hand, his face alight. "That is why their
duplicity is so nonstrous.

Especially where the Reeve family is concerned, for it is well known
that they woul d not be wel cone back on Earth. Therefore, seizing an
opportunity to be sure that he and his famly would live in confort
somewher e el se, Todd Reeve used his position and privilege to accunul ate
the necessary credits.” Hrruvul a nanaged a chuckle and in a very human



gesture, covered his eyes as if unable to maintain the dignity such a
heari ng required.

"Your humor is ill timed, sir,' Landreau said, stiffly drawing his body
toits full height in the chair, "for all of you nust renmenber that ten
years ago, denonstrationsoccurred on both Hrruba and Terra demandi ng
that the Siwannese Noncohabitation Principle be upheld and the Doona

col ony abandoned as a violation." Then he gave H ruvula a smug gl ance of
sati sfaction for that unequivocal fact.

"Those denonstrations subsided and an inquiry proved that the agitation
had not been spontaneous as cl ai ned but had i ndeed been subsidi zed by
uni dentified conservatives fromboth pl anets.

"That is on record,' Madam Dupuis said. "Mre to the point, at no tine
during the period were any colonists permtted off-planet.”

"Exactly, Madam Dupuis!" Landreau shot to his feet in triunph. "And
shortly thereafter Reeve and Hrriss began their "goodw I |" appearances.

"To dispel any lasting doubt as to the validity of the Doonai Rral a
Experinent,' Hwul a said.

"And just | ook how that privil ege has been abused by Reeve and Hrriss!"
Landr eau excl ai ned.

"To smuggl e and steal in order to provide an alternate life-style in
case the Doonan Experiment should not prove successful at the end of the
Treaty period. The Reeve fanmly has a well-docunmented history of

di ssi dence and anarchy."

"That is libel, Admral,' Hrruvul a said.

"They are sel f-notivated, hardworking, disciplined colonists with
achi evenents any Stripe would be proud to acknow edge. And do!"

"I insist that the defendants submit to interrogation under querastrin,’
Landreau said, his face flushed, his eyes flashing, and his nmanner
unconpronising. "That is the only way in which the truth of the past
ten years can be unravel ed.”

"I protest the need for any such extrenme nmeasure!" Hruvula was on his
feet.

The Treaty Controller gave a sharp rap of his gavel

"That may not be necessary,' he said, though his phrasing caused ot her

Councillors to regard himin surprise. "The defendants will be
interrogated in court in the normal manner as to the violation of the
interdiction of Hrrilnorr and their possession of illegal objects found

secreted on the ship solely used by them The defense attorney is to
have tinme to review the new evidence presented to this court today and
prepare a defense

Madam Dupui s regarded the Controller in a fixed stare, for he intimated
that he didn't believe there could be a defense adequate to clear the
charges. She noticed that Hrruvul a was quick to catch the innuendo.

"If those proceedi ngs prove inconclusive,' the Controller went on, "tinme
enough to adm ni ster querastnn



Landreau covered his jubilation. He had becorme worried at the
Controller's silence, for it had taken a long time for his colleagues to
pl ace that nom nee of the bigoted Third Speaker in the senior position

He had to deal with Hrrubans, to be sure, to effect that end, but at
| east they had been Hrrubans who felt as he did-that the Doonan
Experi ment should be di sbanded. He tossed Hrruvula a chall enging | ook

Just let that cat try to discredit the evidence that had been so
carefully obtained. Just let himtry!

And after discrediting the Reeves, such sterling exampl es of Doonan
colonials, he was quite willing to start an interspecies war to
depopul at e Doona.

Those pl ans needed only a fewnore little twitches to provide anple
excuse for the protective preenptive strike he felt was necessary
agai nst the danger of a Hrruban invasion of Earth. Soon that

twent yfive-year-old m stake woul d be exonerat ed.

The gavel startled himout of his reverie.

"Due notice of the trial date will be forthconmi ng,' declared the
Controller. "This session is adjourned.

Admi ral Landreau sprang to his feet as the Councillors filed out, well
pl eased with the events.

He failed to notice either their thoughtful expressions or the bland
expression of Hrruvul a.

"Well, that's a horse of a different color, if you get what | nean,' Al
Kiachif said, startling Ken, who had been di sconsol ately stroking the
| eopard Apple hide. "I thought so when | shipped it.

Alive, alert, and akicking, it was. Freddie lad told ne you were
| ooking for me. |'ve got another sled or two of your hides, nyself, if
you were interested in having them Chance of a drink for a dry man?

Sonme of your pussycat punch around, if you know what |'mtalking about,
eh? That nlada's a powerful tenptation

Ken | ooked fromthe hide on the table to the merchantman's friendly
face. "Sure thing, Al,' and he swng out of his chair to get bottle
and gl ass fromthe cupboard, "but are you saying that you remenber this
one horse in particular, out of all the hundreds you' ve carried?" The
captain lifted his shoul ders expressively.

"Thousands, Reeve, thousands!" He knocked back the generous tot Ken had
poured. "Horses are what Doona ships the nost of. But that |eopardie
Appl ousa was a real |ooker."

"Leopard Appal oosa,' Ken corrected automatically.

"Don't see many of them if you know what | neanEr, I'ma bit dry." As

automatically, Ken splashed an even nore generous portion and set the

bottle down in front of the wiry old spacefarer

"Tell me all you renmenber, Captain, please! |1'mgoing half crazy trying



to find out where the horse which wore this hide came from M/ records
cone up blank and we're having to cross-check it against every ani nal
ever bred here.

Al Kiachif had been lowering the level of mada in the glass slowy but
steadily as Ken spoke. Now, w ping his wild whiskers with the back of
his hand, he sighed with relief. "Ah, that cuts the spacedust and sifts
the sand, with a vengeance. | renenber perfectly because one, the
unusual hide on the beast, and two, it was the first tinme I'd seen an
animal with your freeze mark bei ng exported.

Looked like a nice animal so | couldn't understand why you'd sell it on
| take a fairly friendly interest in your famly, fromfar away back

Cot anot her reason to remenber yon spotted | addi e because | was taking
your stabl ehand, young M. Aden, out into the great beyond with it! He
was going to one of the new places to ply his trade." Kiachif scratched
his beard. "Though | can't rightly remenber what that trade was. He
had a I ot of tricky toys and equipnent with him but it was all his. He
had a mani fest, noney, the works. A lot of noney, | was thinking, for a
young | ad who never did anything but manage horses all his life. He was
off to a grand start with all those gadgets wherever he was going."

"Now, that's the best thing I've heard in weeks, Al,' Ken said, but his
smle was grim "And itpartially-explains who knew so nuch about ny
ranch and freeze IDs."

"But that Apple laddie wasn't rustled. He was sold proper by that Aden
feller.”

"Who's part of a conspiracy to frane ne and ny son

"What's that?" Al Kiachif paused, hand on the bottle neck

"I never bred a |l eopard Appal oosa, All. The Solinaris do. Those are,
undeni ably, my ranch nmarki ngs but they should be on a twearid pinto."
"Well, | can swear that they're on the hide of the animal | |oaded. That

animal!'" And All stabbed a stubby stained finger at the hide in front of
hi m

"You'd be willing to swear to that?"

"In front of anyone and as often as need be. But it's not one hide
that's got your drive revving."

"No. So far |'ve found ni neteen other hides, provenanced from Zapat a,
that don't tally with any horse | ever bred and marked.

Pol dep is saying it's Todd who's been rustling fromhis own father,
amassing a fat credit account off-world." Ken could feel the frustrated
anger buil ding inside himagain just having to repeat the fou
accusations. "And there're nore runors that Hrriss is either coning
along for the ride or sharing the take." At the astoni shed and

di sbel i eving expression on Al Kiachif's face, he reined in.

Al did not. He poured a quick tot to steady hiniseff, for his face had
turned an apopl ectic red.

"Not those boys!" he said, pounding his fist on the table, a separate
bang for eacti word. "Charge anyone el se fromany planet anywhere in
Terran space or even Hrruban space and | m ght agree, but not Todd and
Hrriss."



"The Council and Pol dep do not share your faith in their honesty. And
damm it all'-the boost which Kiachif's instant defense had given Ken
di ssol ved as quickly-'the facts, the evidence are against them"

"Facts! Facts? Evidence?" Al narrowed his eyes, the shrewd trader
not the spirits-guzzling reprobate. "Facts can be altered, even
evi dence can be counterfeit to suit needs. But |I'ma man who's dealt
with all kinds, all over this armof the MIky Way,' and he waved
expansively, "and |'ve never been wong judging a man in ny life.

And |'m not wong about that |ad of yours who wore a rope tail to | ook
like his best buddy. Anyone else, of any creed, color, conformation, or

character, might do the dirty on his own dad so we'll have to find out
who did!'" Al waggled his stained finger at Ken. "And by fire, frost,
and every ounce of faith in this old hod, we'll prove it.

Hs wath was so great he began to choke on the accunul ated spittle in
his mouth and Ken had to pound himon the back. Still strangling, Al
Kiachif held up his glass for a refill.

As she had pronised, Kelly brought the ranch files to Hriss's house. He
came out to neet her.

"I thought | recognized the distinctive beat of Calypso's pace,' he said
warmy, greeting her.

"Nothing's wong, is it?"

"Not with Todd,' she assured him disnmounting and throwi ng the mare's
reins over the rail at the door

"But we got another small problem Ken Reeve thought maybe you coul d
hel p ori the Hrruban end of things. G ve you sonething to do."
"Constructive work is always wel cone,' Hrriss said, gesturing for her to
precede him "What is the task?" Kelly outlined the story of the

m smar ked and unidentifiable hides. Hrriss scow ed deeply, grasping the
i mplications inmediately.

"Zo, now we are alzo rustlers!" To her surprise, Kelly actually saw the
hair of Hrriss's stripe rise in resentnent.

"Ken Reeve saw a | eopard Appal oosa hide in a bundl e Fred Horstmann
brought in. The puzzle is that the Reeves don't raise | eopard Apples.

Ve do.

But the freeze mark was a Reeve Ranch that was put on a two-year-old
pinto. "Neither pintos nor |eopards change their spots,' Hriss said
thoughtfully. "Had the freeze mark been altered in any way?"

"No. Ken had the hide analyzed and we've all had a look at it through a
m croscope. Dad doesn't show a record of any missing | eopard Appl es.

But we need to know if any Hrruban rancher m ght be nissing one."

"What good would that do? A freeze mark cannot be altered.”

"But a duplicate nunber could be put on another stolen aninmal, couldn't
it?"



"Ah, that is a different matter. And no reliable trader would export
ani mal s which did not bear the brand of a reliable rancher."

"Todd's al ready working on a read-only scan of Hayuman ranches but it
takes so long on this antiquated conputer net that if you could handl e
t he Hrruban end of things.

"OfF course,' Hrriss said, patting her knee to reassure her. "I wll
begi n at once."

"I would like to help in any way | can,' said a soft voice as a fenale
Hrruban slipped into the room "I have computer skills.

Kelly tried hard not to gawk at the unexpected presence of a female in
Hrriss's conpany. "lI'mso sorry. How very rude of me not to ask if you
were al ready occupied, Hriss." She started to rise but Hrriss gently
pushed her back down on the divan

"I amNrrna,' she said, conming straight to Kelly and hol di ng out her
hand. She had a short, fluffy dark beige pelt, evidence of her
yout hf ul ness, but her stripe was broad and dark, suggesting she cane
froma very good family. She wore a braided cloth in aqua shade, | ooped
i n decorative swags from her shoul ders, waist, and ankles that offset
her delicate form and beauty.

"I remenber you,' Kelly said, cordially gripping the slender hand, for
Nrrna's face markings were famliar. She glanced at Hrriss and saw the
glowing look in his eyes, not the least bit fraternal. Nrrna returned
his glance in the manner of one who has devel oped consi derabl e rapport.
"W took a |l anguage class in High Hrruban, though | admit it's been
years. Aren't you working for the Health Services these days?"

"Yes,' Nrrna replied with shy friendliness, sidling slightly closer to
Hrriss. "I heard of your academ c success fromny parents.

Yours must be very proud.

Hrriss noved inperceptibly closer to the dainty female. "Nrrna and
will become lifemates this season,' he said, |ooking proud and
sel f-conscious at the sane tine.

"You will? Lifemates? On! Oh, |I'mso happy for you!" Kelly | eaped up
to seize Hrriss and rub cheeks with himagain, then turned to offerboth
hands to Nrrna, squeezing the delicate bones very gently.

Consi deri ng how Hrrubans mated, Hrriss was |ikely using the word
"season' advisedly. Nrrna would know her cycle, and was pl anni ng
carefully so they would have tine for a joining cerenmony before estrus
began. Kelly felt that her face was cracking with her delighted smle

"So this is the research into matters of interest to your nother
Hrriss! How wonderful! May you have every joy!" She snapped her jaws
cl osed before she said what was in her mind, and didn't know where to
| ook in her dismay.

Hrriss reached for her hand and pressed it between his. "Wen Zodd and
| are able to resune our association, Nrrna and | will tell him
together." Kelly sighed. "Your news would cheer himup, but | can quite

i magi ne how his knowi ng such a private arrangenent could be construed. |
may pop out in spots of anticipation but I won't nmention it.



That's one thing |I've | earned at Alrel dep-how to know and not know. Just
pl ease l et me be there when you do break the news. | want to see him
really smile, fromdeep down,' and she touched her diaphragm "instead
of just his lips."

"You have ny word . . -.

"Which is worth a lot, believe ne,' Kelly said, her tone suddenly
fierce.

Hrriss nodded solemly and his eyes glowed at the strength of her
conviction. Once again he took her hands but this tine to seal their
agreenent .

"Well, | do feel better, Hriss, | really do."

"And these records?

Have you arrived at any style to conduct the search?"

"I have,' Kelly said, and opened the packet. "It's such a boring job,
takes forever, but if you can both help.

"Nrrna, your parents may not wi sh you to involve yourself in an
i nvestigation of this nature."

"Locating missing hrrsses?" She raised her delicately marked brows at

him her enerald eyes wide with surprise. "It is to help the friend of
your heart, Hrriss. And | amny own person. | may make ny own
decisions." Now she gave Hrriss a certain | ook that caught Kelly's

breath. Undeniably the twi nge of regret she felt at seeing such
unsel fconsci ous | ove was partly jeal ousy for what they already shared.

Hrriss turned back to Kelly, his jaw lightly parted and a m schi evous
glint in his eyes. "You see, she will have her way if she knows the
ri ghtness of the path."

"Are you and Zodd not on the sane path?" Nrrna asked. "Hrriss has told
me how much you are trying to hel p revoke those ignoble accusations."

"Ah, yes, well, Nrrna, that's another matter. Nrrna's delicate |augh
cane out a soft purr. "It is so easy to tell when bareskins are
enbarrassed. OCh, | do not nmean to offend with that term"W are

bareskins and | take no offense fromsuch as you, Nrrna. Never,' Kelly
said. "And | blush far too easily for ny own good." "Especially when
Zodd is the subject,' Hrriss said, cocking his head to join in the
testing. Then he turned to Nrrna. "Hayuman fenmal es do not have your
advant age.

"I wish |l did,' Kelly said with conpl ete exasperation. "I don't mnd
telling you two-and tal king about Todd is not a violation of that stupid
ban you two are under-but | |love the guy and he doesn't seemto see ne
as anything nore than his "trusted Hunt second" and the girl next door."
Hrriss regarded her with eyes that glowed nowwith a slightly different
but equally tender regard than the one he gave Nrrna.

"He danced nore with you than with anyone else, Kelly,' he said.

"And he kept his eyes on you wherever you were. And if he was not aware



of it, he did not ook at you as a trusted Hunt second."

"And | know he's annoyed because Pat and Ken keep inviting nme over for
dinner and | don't think he wants ne to cone. Wien | only want I|ike
bl azes to help any way | can."

"Ah, but you do not know Zodd as | do, Kdly. "No, | don't. That's why
I'masking you, and | really shouldn't bel abor you with personal pro
lens right now, but you do know him™"

"Ri ght now Zodd would be careful to shield you, as | tried to shield
Nrrna,' and he | ooked lovingly at her.

"Who refuses to be shielded,” Nrrna said on a puff, "just as Kelly
does. "

"I nmost certainly am capable of taking care of nyself,' Kelly said

vehemently. "OCh, Todd and that dammed awkward sense of honor of his!
Vell, he wouldn't be Todd without it." Hrriss contented hinself with a
nod. "Be yourself. Be helpful, be cheerful. And nowlet us all be

hel pful and see what we can learn.” He glided across the roomto the
conputer station and flicked it on with just the nail of his first

finger. Sitting down, he | ogged on his user nunber. "I shall begin
with Hrula s ranch. He nmourns every tinme one of his hrrsses goes
mssing. It is a personal affront to his care of them | will drop a

note to obtain perm ssion

Nrrna and Kelly watched while the data base brought up the user message
board. Hrriss had his fingers poised over the keyboard when the screen
cleared to show the | ast user number accessing the file.

"l cannot continue,' Hriss said, his voice sad and rel uctant.
"That is Zodd's nunber at the bottom"
"But if he's not on the net now, surely .

"Not now The time indicates that he | ogged off thirty minutes ago."
"Then go ahead."

"I cannot. It mght be construed as an infringement of our oath not to
contact each other. What if it was suggested that he |left nmessages in a
file for me to find and erase?"

"Someti nes . " Kelly raised hands above her head in pique, then
| owered them accepting such a scrupulous interpretation of their
restriction.

"You' re becomi ng as paranoid over this as Todd.

"Thank you,' Hrriss said solemmly. "In that context, it is a
conpliment." Kelly rolled her head and threw up her hands again, this
time turning to Nrrna for guidance.

"Well, then, Nrrna. It's up to us. W'IIl investigate on our own, won't
we?" Nrrna nodded enthusiastically. "So nove out of that chair and | et
either nme or Nrrna log on. Get you out of the room so you cannot be
tenpted, scaredy cat,' and Kelly nade shooi ng gestures with her hands at
Hriss. "If you' re so concerned about our involvenment, we nmay or may
not tell you what we learn. Your place or nmine, Nrrna?"



"Stay here!" Hrriss said, his tone just short of pleading. "I will not
| ook." And he went to sit on the pillows farthest fromthe conputer
station.

"You can be in the same roomwith us while we're jeopardizing our
reputations in hel ping you?" Kelly said teasingly.

"You both do us honor,' Hrriss said gravely, and picked up a tape
vi ewer, turning his head away.

"But please tell ne when you have |l ocated that |eopard Appal oosa hide."
CHAPTER 6

KELLY FOUND ALI KIACHI F IN ThE PUB of the Launch Center, weaving to a
circle of his captains a story of derring-do during an ion stormin

whi ch he and one of his nen had rescued the ship, getting the cargo and
everyone on board to their destination with nary a scratch

The Codep captain's talk was punctuated with alliterative triads and
circum ocutory references, but he had a knack for naking a story come to
life. When the others drifted apart to discuss the nerits (and
veracity) of his tale, Kelly approached him

"Captain Kiachif?" The spacer |ooked up. "Wat may | do for you, little
| ady?"

"My nane's Kelly Solinari. |I'ma friend of Todd Reeve."

"That's sonething we have in conmmon,' he said kindly. "Cone and
conmune, with a cup of cheer?"

"No, thank you,' Kelly said, declining the offer of a drink. "I don't
really feel very cheery. H s father said that you offered to help clear
hi m of these accusations against him"

"I"ve been of that mind, if you understand ne." Kelly dropped her voice
to a discreet whisper. "It is Admral Landreau, isn't it, who hates
Todd and his father enough to frame thenP"

"Hates "em | ock, stock, and bl ock. A ways has since they made a fool of
him Only he made nore of a fool of hinmself. They didn't have to help
much, if you see what | nean,' Kiachif said. Having spoken his mnd in
as guarded voice as she had used, he took a deep drink and let out a
sigh of satisfaction as he put the glass down.

"You don't happen to renenber any other distinctive horses wearing Reeve
mar ki ngs?" Kiachif screwed his face. "I renmenber that one, like | told
Ken. But perfect pat and plain, Mss Kelly, | didn't think much of that
incident. You see, that Aden feller, their manager, was doing the
shipping, so it seened natural that all the horses had Reeve Ranch
marks. That | eopard-spotted one just stood out so nuch anmong the bays
and browns."

"But it did have a Reeve brand on it, then?"
"Yup, it surely did."

"But how could it have?" Kelly's voice went squeaky as she tried to keep



it low and couldn't repress her outrage.

"Well, now, the freeze brand is not supposed to be alterable.
Techni que's practically perfect. But nothing' s perfect.

"Ch, don't tell me soneone has a systemfor altering brand marks!
Can you think of the havoc that'll cause?"

"Nope, don't want to think about it. | want to think how | can prove
Todd Reeve never rustled nothing in his life, never stole nothing, never
fiddled with log tapes or deviated fromhis registered flight plans.

want to think how ships been getting through one of the nost secure
security systens in the galaxy. That's what | want to think about. And
this helps.” He lifted his enpty glass and signal ed a passing harman.

"Bring the bottle!" Wen the bottle had been brought, he inspected the
cap with a narrowed eye before he broke the seal and filled his glass.

Kel |y was somewhat astounded by his capacity but she kept her expression
polite.

"Can't be one of the Codeps. | got themunder ny thunb,' and he held it
up, flat and broad and stained, "if you know what | mean. They know al
better'n accept stol en goods "cause it makes ne nad and besi des that,
makes it |l ook |ike the governnent's condoning theft.

Fred Horstrmann was sonme upset about that bundl e of hides but | cal nmed
hi m down. That Zapata provenance checked out genuine. So we got to go
back further in this rustling-business, hide-marking, noneynaking

nonsense. | do renenber'-Kiachif paused thoughtfully-'carrying a feller
back to Earth. He'd done his prison term Knew all about lasers did
Askell Klonski. A weasely little wart, if ny nenory doesn't m slead ne.

G ai ned he could change a tattoo of a wanton, w nking woman so she was
blinking with the other eye and you'd never know it hadn't been that way
to start."” Kelly snothered a |laugh, for his words conjured up an

i ndescri babl e vision

Ki achi f held up his hand.

"He'd be just the sort to deftly do the deed, if you know what | nean.
Now, | don't know if he was bragging or not. Those types do.

He'd served his sentence, but he didn't learn it, if you understand ne.
The guards in the galley said he was a genius in | aser techniques.
Served as a trustee his |last years on the Rock because he was the only
one who could fix the alarmsystem He was so good no slips, skips, or
bli ps went undetected. No escapes at all during his tenure.

Shortened his sentence slightly, where it shouldn't have ended at all,
if you followme. |If | hadn't had orders signed by Varnorian hinself, |
doubt | woul d have carried hi manywhere."

"Where is he now?" Kelly asked eagerly.

Ki achi f massaged his whiskers. "Still on Earth, so | hear. No decent
col ony woul d have him He was pushed in on a snooty section of Corridor



and Aisle, to the infinite consternation of his neighbors.
They say he's "not our type, dear.”

"Kiachif did a hunorous imtation of a proud matron | ooki ng down her
nose at Kelly. "Spending a |lot of nmoney, too. 1'd like to know where
he got it. Wth his record, the chances that it was hardly honest are
high. "Hm ' Kelly said thoughtfully. "Any chance of contacting him
soon?" Kiachif nodded his head up and down, refilling his glass again.
"Strangest part is that that man was rel eased just about ten years ago.
" Ch!

"That's what | said. Ten years ago. Not so lon before | saw that

| eopardy horse. The nmoon pl ayed hi de-and-seek with the doud as the two
girls sneaked down toward the transportation grid on the Hruban side. A
thin spot ol light penetrated the clouds, striking the ground in front

of them and they ducked behi nd the bushes.

Kel ly hoped there were no snmall nocturnal predators abroad, not when
they didn't wish to draw attention to thenselves. N ght critters al
had nean bites.

"You do know how to set the grid, don't you?" Kelly asked Nrrna in a
tone barely above a whi sper

"I do, but, Kelly,' Nrrna replied, "you knowthis is highly illegal."
"So is what they're doing to Todd and Hrriss,' was Kelly's whispered
reply. "Tinme's running out.

Al'l Kiachif thinks he knows the man who could have used a laser to
change ani mal brands and he's on Earth, so that's where |'ve got to go
and fast. |i we can just cast doubt on one of those phon> charges
agai nst Todd and Hrriss, we mght be able to prove that a conspiracy
exists. If we can't, whc knows what will happen to themor to Doona."
Nrrna sighed. "I know, | know. But you nust be very careful. [If it
was di scovered that | assisted you to grid back. " Kel l'y brought
her face very close to Nrrna's. "I'd never tell who hel ped nme, Nrrna.

Anyway, who's going to know, if we keep to the schedul e you worked out?

"Il get to the nedical supply warehouse on Earth. You just make sure
you're here to rescue ne when the pallet cones, all right?" She squeezed
Nrrna's hand for confidence.

"A femal e shouldn't be so fearless,' Nrrna said.

"Where did you get the idea | was fearless?" Kelly demanded. "I'm
terrified but that doesn't keep me fromdoing it, because it's the only
way | can help Todd." She took three deep breaths. This was worse than
wat chi ng Big Momm es headi ng toward you

"And it's your way of helping Hriss. So let's get it done. "To she
who dares falls the prize,"' she nuttered to herself before she beckoned
for Nrrna to | ead the way.

When they reached the grid, there was no one in sight. Kelly didn't at
all like using the Hrruban grid: it made her nauseous.

Nevert hel ess she junped lightly to the platform turned to stand inside
the pillars, and held on to themfor support until her knuckles hurt.



Silently she begged Nrrna to hurry as the slender Hrruban bent over the
controls. The grid beneath her shoes started to vibrate. She barely
had time to register that effect before the msting cl ouded her

i Mmediate vicinity.

"Good luck,' cane Nrrna's soft voice, and |ingered as Doona dissol ved
around her friend.

Kelly materialized inside the transport chanber on Earth. Nrrna had
carefully chosen a tinme when Hrringa was unlikely to be on duty.

The only light was the circular glow of the clock cal endar facing the
grid. It was not quite dawn here on Earth. As Nrrna had suggested, a
ti me when security guards of any species are likely to be less alert.

So all tho excuses she thought up for Hrringa could be forgotten

None of them had sounded very convincing anyway. So the first hurdle
was over. Now tc proceed w thout getting apprehended on Earth when she
wasn't supposed to be here. |If she wa caught, her career as a dipl omat
m ght be over before it had properly begun

She swal | owed hard, trying to open her throat.

Fortunately she knew the floor plan of the Hrruban Center. It was in
the mddle of the Alreldep block, part of the Space Services cube.

Once she got out of the building, she should have no problem findin her
way around, but there night be sensors and al arnms designed to detect
body heat or novenent.

She couldn't renenber nuch about the securit> nmeasures in the Alreldep
bl ock, but there waS generally much nore fuss about getting in that
getting out. |If she was caught in the Hrubar Center, it would be

obvi ous that she'd had Hrruban acconplice, because no Human knew ho to
operate a Hrruban grid. And, undoubtedly Nrrna would come forward to
share the bl ane.

G ngerly she nmoved off the grid, expecting an nonment for lights to flash
and alarms to shriek. Sh stepped onto the floor below the platform he
body tense, until she realized she had broken nc security circuits. She
took a deep breath of relief.

She took a second and a third, forcing herself tc cal mdown so she could
think logically howtc proceed now Pending the end of her holiday and
her return for a permanent assignment, Kelly's privileges in the

Al rel dep conputers had been suspended. Therefore, she needed soneone
else's help in finding All Kiachif's clever parolee. She knew severa
peopl e who had the necessary skills, and clearance, to find that file in
the central conputer conplex. But first she had to contact them She
didn't dare use the Hrruban Center's conmunications units. Hrringa
shoul dn't have to answer questions about why calls were nmade fromhis
office in the mddle of the night. A public facility would be nuch nore
sensible, if farther fromher present position

Her luck seemed to be holding, for the center nust have been designed to
accommmodat e visitors appearing through the grid at tines w thout benefit
of operator on this end. As her eyes grew accustoned to the dark, she
could see a double line of tiny lowintensity lights set into the floor



| eading away fromthe grid. Cautiously Kelly followed themto the door
She tried the handle, hoping that she hadn't cone all this way only to
be | ocked in the Hrruban Center all night long. As the handl e noved

wi t hout hi ndrance, she murrmured a thanksgiving. |t probably rocked on
the outside. It swng easily and silently open

No al arnms sounded and no lights came on. For all her apprehension, she
had acconplished the transit w thout problenms. In no tine, she found an
exit Aisle and was shortly in the main Corridor of Alreldep block and in
the main swmof foot traffic without drawing any attention. Now to
find a conmmuni cati ons ki osk.

The hour may have favored her undetected arrival on Earth, but this was
the tine when | ateshift workers were abroad, and a certain dangerous

el ement of society crept out of their lairs, dens, and hiding places to
catch the unwary for what they m ght have of value about their persons.
Proper citizens were too afraid of Aisle and Corridor gossip to report
assaults or robberies, so the petty crinmnals were bold as well as
vicious. Kelly was Doonan bred as well as born, and trained to take
care of herself, but she didn't want to be noticed.

To deflect a woul d-be assailant would be easy but it would certainly
identify her as a nost unordi nary pedestrian

Cautiously she kept glancing right and left. No nonitors were in view
The gray passage with its moving conveyor belts carried scattered
traffic. It wasn't elbowto-elbow as it was at major shift change
times, though there seened to be as nany as Doona had hosted for the
Snake Hunt. As she watched all the dutiful citizens in their dull nuddy
cl ot hi ng, one nmunbl ed an apol ogy under his breath and his fell ow
passengers nmoved asi de so he could get off w thout touching them

Kelly stepped carefully onto the far edge of the belt, keeping her head
down so that no one would | ook closely at her. She concentrated on

wal king in the stiort mincing steps she had | earned to use in her years
on Earth. She adjusted her usual stride, hunched her shoul ders, let her
arms hang listlessly at her sides, and pretended disinterest in those
she passed on the faster belt. It wasn't as hard as she had feared. The
greater gravity of Earth made her nuscles work harder at keeping the
same pace. The one precaution she had taken before | eaving Doona was to
alter the vibrant shade of her hair with a dulling brown rinse. It
woul d wash right out, but she'd recognized the wi sdomof that artifice.
She hadn't had tinme to search for her old student tunics but she'd worn
the dull est, grungiest clothes she owned. Even these were a little
bright in conparison with the garments of shift workers at five o'clock
in the norning. However, she wasn't going to be on the beltway very

| ong and no one was paying any attention to her

She remenbered to take shall ower, grudging breaths, just |ike everyone
el se. That way she al so avoided "tasting' sone of the stink of an
overcrowded city. Had the air got worse in the short time since she'd
left? O was it the shocking change from breathing the exhilarating air
of Doona?

As soon as she spotted a conmuni cati ons ki osk, she nuttered the
appropriate apol ogi es and stepped off. Her fellow riders carried past
her without ever |ooking up. Monitors mght be watching: they always
were even if Earth was less restrictive than it had been a quarter
century earlier. Controls remained in place to handl e the offenses,
both real and imagined, of the multiple billions of Humans who lived in



such restricted space.

The booth provided her with conplete privacy once she shut the door and
activated the "engaged' signal. Now it was decision tine.

VWhi ch of her former friends could she positively rely on? Wo was well
enough placed to get the informati on she needed? There were rewards
avail able to those who turned in mscreants. Returning wthout |eave
was only a m sdeneanor but she didn't want to risk even that.

One by one, Kelly considered a list of her fellow university students.

Cara Martinek was a supply clerk in the Spacedep offices. She couldn't
i nquire about a former felon with inpunity. Jane Kaufenberg worked as a
seni or researcher at the Amal gamated Worl ds Library.

Unfortunately Jane probably woul dn't have the necessary clearances to
access Alreldep and Spacedep records. She was al so rather prissy and
woul d very likely balk at the thought of making an illegal data search

Dal key Petershan? He was bright, and had graduated first in his class
fromhis Section Acadeny before attending the university. Kelly
hesitated to approach him even though they had once worked together on
a class project-or perhaps because they had worked together. Dal key was
good, but his after-school thoughts went in one direction only, and
Kelly had always told himno. Still, he did work for Landreau, in the
right department, and he might even have heard office gossip.

Kel |y checked her reflection in the viewscreen.

Wth her fingers, she swiped her hair into place. It was a little
earlier than was decent to nmake a conunit call, but she remenbered that
Dal key worked first shift. He should already be awake

The unit in Dal key's apartment answered after the first blink

Kelly plastered on a big smle as the canmera changed to live.

"Dal key!

H!"

"Kelly!" She was right. Dalkey was up and dressed. He was stil
rail-thin, and his hair was brusquely chopped into the bureaucrat's
unbecom ng clip. He wasn't bad-l|ooking, but there had al ways been
somet hing too smooth about himthat turned her off. Trying to be
inmpartial, she had to adnit that there was never anyone so obviously

born to wear a narrow necked suit. "Are you back on Earth?"

"I am' Kelly said, and |l et 6ut a deep breath.

Once she uttered the next phrases, she was committed. "Can | come over
and talk to you? 1'mnot far fromyour Aisle. 1've got a favor to
ask." Dal key | ooked surprised but pleased. "Sure. |'ve got thirty

before I've got to punch in. Cone and have breakfast." Kelly paid a
credit into the kiosk and accepted a receipt chit fromthe slot so the
door woul d open.

Then she retraced her steps to the Corridor. Dalkey |lived one nore
Ai sl e over, and down to the right several hundred neters on the sane



| evel as the Hrruban Center. Several tines along the way, she had to
force herself to sl ow down and renmenber to bow her head |ike native
Terrans. People were beginning to notice her. Kelly bit her lip and
concentrated on the appropriate mncing steps, though it was perm ssible
to nove slightly faster in an Aisle. She couldn't take any chance that
a sharpeyed nonitor m ght become suspicious and whi sk her off the Aisle
i nto Pol dep headquarters.

Dal key was waiting right inside the door of his apartnment. He lived in
a block of flats occupied mainly by governnent enployees in the Space
Services. Wth an el aborate bow, he escorted her inside.

"Wl come back, Kelly. May | hope that you're back on Earth for a long
stay?"

"Actually not,' she said, glancing around. The roomwas a typical
bachel or pad. The Residential and Housing Adm nistration allowed the
m ni mum anmount of space for single people. The place was sparsely
furni shed, the walls one of the neutral colors pernmtted, but it held
one surprise: a very colorful tapestry in the Doonan style which

bri ghtened the roominmensely. Kelly didn't recognize the weaver, but
it was an excellent piece of work.

In her eyes, that upgraded Dal key a notch above the usual run of
bureaucrats. "Thank you for the invitation to breakfast. Can you
really spare the cal ories?"

"Sure can,' Dal key said, waving her to a seat. "I have nore than I
need. | keep sone of the excess on credit for times when friends drop
in, such as now." He progranmed two breakfast neals out of the food
machi ne and sniled at her as the characteristic whirring began behi nd
t he panel

Synth-food! Kelly snmiled bravely back, wondering if she could keep from
gaggi ng. The nmoment she |left for Doona weeks ago, she had gl adly put
the horrors of synthesized food behi nd her

The hatch opened to reveal two plates. Several different grayish or
pal e tan masses were arranged on each

"Here we are,' Dal key said cheerfully, as if conferring a real treat, as
he brought the steam ng plates over to the table and pl aced one before
her .

"Go right ahead."” He slid into the chair opposite her and began on his
own food.

From | ong experience Kelly remenbered which | unp was supposed to
simul ate eggs, and that the next was a nilled grain colloid, but the
| ast one's origin she had never been able to figure out.

Certainly it could never have been neat, and it wasn't sweet enough to
be fruit. She knew that only because the saccharine dessert |unp that
foll owed the mi dday neal was supposed to be fruit.

Dutifully Kelly picked up her fork and started to eat. Wth the first
mout hful the flavor, or lack of it, brought back menories of four |ong
years of make-believe conestibles. She rem nded herself that billions
of Terrans started every single day with this food. It was healthy,

contai ned every vitam n and m neral necessary for life, and was easily



digested. It was still disgusting. She thought she was doing fairly
wel | at disguising her distaste until a tiny chuckl e brought her
attention back up to Dal key. He was watching her with an inpish gl eam
in his eyes. He waggled his fork at her plate.

"Not what you got used to on holiday, is it, colony girl?"

"Well' - Kelly laughed sel f-deprecatingly, putting her fork down-'when
you grow up eating real food, it's hard to adjust to a synthetic
substitute. |If you hadn't been born here, you'd know what | nean." The
i nadvertent use of Kiachif's favorite bridgi ng phrase rem nded her of
her errand. "Lck, 1'd be happy to send you sonme fruit and things from
Doona, so you can find out what you' ve been m ssing.

"Fromthe | ook of you, plenty,' Dal key said, raising an eyebrow.

"You don't need to finish the nmeal, if you can't stand it." Gatefully
Kelly got up to put the dish into the hatch. As she turned back to the
tabl e, she found Dal key standing over her. She started around him but
he pi nned her against the wall, his hands on her shoul ders.

"So,' Dal key said, |lowering his eyelashes seductively. "Come on

Qut with it. You didn't come back here just so | can | ook into your
beautiful eyes, although |I'm always happy to have that opportunity.

What's the favor you need?" Kelly squeezed back agai nst the synthesizer
hatch so there was a few centimeters breathing roombetween them The
expect ant expression on his face alarnmed her. She had spent all that
time worryi ng whet her anyone woul d notice her on the street when she
shoul d have been figuring out howto fend off Dal key's advances. He was
taller than she was and thin; even his neck was thin.

He needed nore nmuscle on him She could probably knock himdown with
just a good hefty push. Wich wouldn't get her the favor she needed,
and she didn't need a westling match. Resolutely, so he nmight realize
she had other things on her mind, she folded her arnms over her chest.

"Al'l right, here it is,' she blurted. "I need to find a man, housed
somewhere in the blueblood V Corridors. He was released froma prison
pl anet about ten years ago. He was an expert in |laser technol ogy and
he's been given sone kind of annuity. | need to know why. The safety
of two of ny dearest friends is at stake, not to nmention the
continuation of the Doona colony." He gave her a measuring |ook. "And
in return?" he asked, running the back of his hand down her cheek
"Surely you're not going to offer me a silly case of Doona oranges for

performing an illegal act with such broad-reachi ng consequences?
Spacedep frowns on people trying to penetrate the privacy files of a
former convict. | could be exiled to a mning planet, and so could you

for asking. Hard labor." Kelly nearly asked hi mwhat he did want, and
realized that she didn't have to. She decided to tell himthe truth,
and trust to his discretion

"Dal key, two friends of me and ny famly are being framed for crinmes
that there's no way they could have, or would have, committed.

I have it on very good authority that this man m ght know sonet hi ng

about the nethod that was used to incrimnate them He's the right kind
of expert, and he seens to have nmore noney than soneone recently parol ed
ought to have. It's also very odd that a man who faced a |ife sentence



shoul d be paroled, at just about the tine we have now di scovered a
conspiracy was evolved to discredit ny friends. He could be an
essential party to that conspiracy. | always thought of you as a person
with a fine sense of justice. |'mappealing to that now." And she

| ooked Dal key straight in the eye.

"You've got ne interested, |I'll say that much.

Too many crininals get | oose and there' ve been gangs that have done
serious damage. So what sort of crines are your friends supposed to
have committed?"

"Horse rustling, theft of antiquities, possession of stolen goods, and
breaki ng prohibitions set by the Treaty of Doona,' Kelly replied, stil
keepi ng eye contact. "No matter what you deci de, please keep this
confidential."

"You just bet | will," Dalkey said with a weak | augh. "As a col oni al
couldn't you have fallen for small-time of fenders? |'msure not in your
class." He stepped back then, still shaking his head as he let his arns

fall to his sides. Kelly gulped in relief and flushed w th
enbar rassnent .

Dal key wi nked at her consternation. "You don't have to | ook so
surprised. | may not be the man you thought | was, but I'mnot the one
you were afraid | was either. Ah, ah, ah, don't deny it!" He shook a
finger under her nose. "On the other hand, if you're feeling grateful
later on, | wouldn't refuse." He gestured for her to sit on his couch
an old piece Kelly renmenbered fromhis student digs and a | ot nore
confortable than it | ooked.

"Now, suppose you acquaint me with all the details you' ve got about this
nmysteriously paroled felon,' he said. "I don't suppose you've got a
name?"

"Captain Kiachif knew himas Askell Kl onski."

"He'd change his nane first thing,' Dalkey said, "to shield his rea
identity. O maybe that was the w nane he changed to. Never nind

What el se do you know?" While Kelly tal ked, he made notes by hand on an
old piece of film "Best not to enter anything on a conputer, even for
i medi ate printout and erasure. You never know when the government

nmoni tors m ght choose to check for enpl oyee subversion.” Kelly was

i npressed by his caution. "You surprise nme, Dal key. Thank you."

"Ch, it's not such a surprise. |I'mnot quite the perfect cog in the
machi ne yet. You know, 1've always been attracted to you, partly
because you come from Doona. You seened so nmuch freer than nost of the
other girls. Apity that freedomdidn't extend to the sensua

pl easures.” Kelly eyed himwarily, wondering if he wa going to nmake a
gr ope.
He pursed his lips, amused by her. "I'll help you because it's one way

for me to get back at the upper-up bureaucrats. There are dirty tricks
bei ng pl ayed on other people, not juSt your friends, and |I'mgetting
sick of them Are all the governnent services as dirty as Spacedep?" He
made a face.

Kelly hurried to reassure him "No, they're not.



Aireldep isn't, otherwise | wouldn't be staying with it.

Sumitral's a straightforward man, and he attracts people of a sinilar
stripe.

"Stripe?" Dal key asked.

"That's a Doonan conplinent. You should transfer to his service.

O,' Kelly said, laying a hand on Dal key's arm "opt for Doona the next
time you hear of a residency opening. |'ma citizen. | can sponsor you
if you want to come. You could work in the Treaty Center

You' ve got the right kind of training.

"You'd do that for nme? Just |like that?" Dal key asked, snapping his
fingers. Kelly nodded. "Yes, | believe you would, colony girl." Then
he grinned wyly. "So it's to ny advantage to help your friends clear

t hensel ves, thus keeping the Doona Experinent going. Fair deal

Look, you'd be safest staying here in ny apartnent while | get the data
crunching. What nonitors don't see, they can't report.

| don't share with anyone, so you wouldn't be disturbed. |If you don't
feel confortable,' and Dal key eyed her for a |ong nonent, "Il've sone
friends who work in Residence Adm nistration and naybe they can let you
crash somewhere. It may take a couple of days to snoop into the right
files."”

"A few days? | don't have that much tine, Dal key.

|'ve got to go back to Doona tonmorrow, no matter what. | don't m nd
sl eeping on the couch either: it's not that unconfortable."

"No, you'll sleep in the bed,' Dalkey insisted. She opened her mouth to
protest, and he clicked his tongue chidingly. "Ah, ah, ah, there you go
agai n.

| can sleep on the couch. Especially if my courtesy gets nme out of
Spacedep. Oops, five to the starting clock. 1'd better go and sign in.
"Il see you after shift.

Kel l y's consci ence stung her as Dal key sal uted her rakishly and stepped
out of the door. She'd had to revise her opinion of himupward. During
their years at school, she had never had the courage to V brave her way
past his cool |aade: an inpenetrable barrier to the self-effacing
colonial girl she'd been

She was sorry now that she'd been so reserved that she'd m ssed the
chance to know sonmeone who coul d have been a good friend.

The tine passed with nmaddeni ng sl owness. Kelly tried to sleep but the
wal s seemed to close in on her. They weren't that far apart. She was
very tense during the first few hours, afraid that a friend of Dal key's
m ght decide to visit him Then she remnmi nded herself that everyone
woul d know Dal key was at work. She didn't dare use any of the

el ectronics, for fear of alerting the residence nmonitors, who would al so
know that no one should be in the Petershamflat. So she didn't, for
fear she mi ght be apprehended as a burglar, taken into custody, and have



to explain why she was on Earth when she wasn't supposed to be.
She'd be incarcerated on Earth: never see Doona-or Todd- again.

Years of claustrophobia and synth-food! She paced out the di nensions of
both of the small roons over and over again. The apartnment was about
three tinmes the size of her student studio flat.

It astonished her to recall that she had actually existed for four years
in a box that was smaller than Cal ypso's stable.

Dal key had only a few nonfll m books on his shelf. One of themwas an
anti quat ed economny text. Another was an old, old copy of a novel about
a great lover of the fifteenth century. She snmiled, wondering if Dal key
consi dered hinmself a latter-day Casanova. For |ack of better

occupation, she began to read.

"Kell y?" a voice prodded her softly. "Shift's over

To Kelly's drowsi ng unconsci ous, the voice was unfam liar: Al armed, she
shook herself out of a sound sleep and sat up. Dal key Petersham was

| ooki ng down at her, smiling. She renenbered then where she was: on his
couch in his apartnment on Earth. The swashbuckl er novel was open upside
down on her stomach

"I want you to look at this,' Dal key said, nudging her over so he could
sit down. "Behold the product of many hours of furtive work. | hope
you appreciate this. Lucky today wasn't a busy day." He handed her a
filmprintout of a residence docunent. "I'mglad you didn't want the
nanes and addresses of a whole host of people. It took forever just to
get this data. The system hasn't been debugged since ice covered the
Earth. | lived in fear while the conputer was processing.

| wanted to clinb through the screen and bang its little chips together
You're right, by the way. There is such a man who knows |l asers. He is
a former felon, by the name of Lesder Boronov. H's nanme's been changed
to Askell Klonski, and he does live in a fancy part of town."

"Ch, Dal key, you're amazing!" Kelly said, devouring the.
closely typed sheet. "How did you find hinP"

"Strange to say, he was in the Spacedep file index, bold as brass. It
required a little special jimying, because it was restricted under the
Spacedep privacy seal, but | nmanaged to push ny way in."

"Spacedep?" Kelly asked, staring at him "Wy?" Dal key rai sed his hands
hel pl essly. "Who knows?

But only Landreau hinsel f, Commander Rogitel, and a couple of other top
brass normally have access to that index. See where it says that he's
been retained for "special services." Special services covers a

mul titude of bureaucratic sins.”

"I could cite a fewright now You didn't have the same sort of |uck
about his financial records?"

"I couldn't get nore than a credit bal ance,' Dal key said with a rueful
expression. "M supervisor canme by, saw the kind of screen | had up
and said if | was doing my personal banking on Spacedep tine | mght as



well go officially on break. He watched ne the rest of the afternoon,
but I had all | could access wi thout generating suspicion

He got a fine big credit bal ance, that Boronov!" Kelly agreed.
"But did he make it the way | think he did. ..?"
"Wich is?"

"I don't want to say it for fear |"'mwong,' Kelly said, not wishing to
cross her luck at this juncture.

"What are those other printouts?”

"More research,' Dalkey told her with considerable satisfaction. "Wile
| was in the index, | got curious. Do you know that there isn't just our
| aser friend here under the seal ? There are several people, all listed
as perform ng special, unspecified services, and getting paid hefty
hunks of credit. | got to the initial screen, showing their profiles.

There wasn't time to get nore, but I'Il look into it when | have half a
chance. Rather a lot of themare out on early remssion." Kelly's eyes
wi dened. " So Kl onski-Boronov isn't an isol ated case.

They've got a fileful of dirty tricksters.”

"Al'l on file,' Dalkey said, disgusted. "Mre than | feel confortable
knowi ng about, too.

Makes ne nmore fed up with Spacedep. Codep's no better. | contacted one
of my pals at lunch. He ran a simlar check for me in the Codep index.
He found sonething like this there, too, before he got caught accessing
forbidden files. As soon as you're safely off Earth, I'lIl bring himto
the attention of Amal gamated Worl ds Admi ni stration as a whistl ebl ower.

They' Il have to take his statenent as a public docurment, so he doesn't
unexpectedly get shipped off to a mning colony."

"I didn't intend for anyone to get in twble, Kelly said, concerned. But
she held tightly on to the filmprintout Dal key had given her. It
wasn't full proof, but here in her hands was the begi nning of what she
needed to clear Todd and Hrriss.

"Not your fault,' Dalkey stated pronptly.

"There's nore than one of us sick of the corruption

Bef ore they took himaway, he nanaged to get his printout to ne.

They're trying to trace down what he was doi ng and who he saw afterward,
but I'Il wait till you're clear. They have their dirty secrets, but you

are ny clean one."

"I"ll keep faith with you, Dalkey,' said Kelly, "as soon as ever | can
But these,' and she shook the printouts, "mean that Todd was right.

Landreau is involved and using Spacedep facilities. | can't take the
chance that I'Il get caught before | can get these to an official
source. | don't like mnes either." She had Dal key nake a call to the

Pol dep office froma public kiosk, requesting a confidential appointnent
on matters concerning the Doona Experinment. Kelly prepared to | eave as



t he hour approached. She was surprised to find that she wasn't as
nervous as she had been when she arrived through the grid. |In fact, she
was al nost | ooking forward to her neeting with a Pol dep offici al

"As soon as | get nore data, I'll send it out to you,' Dal key prom sed.
"Meanwhil e, you watch out for yourself."

"I want to thank you, Dal key,' Kelly said, kissing himon the cheek
"You' ve been a gem"

"Just don't forget your promise to sponsor nme to Doona,' Dal key said.
"I"mgoing to be counting on it." He grinned ingenuously. "If | get
caught, 1'll need sonewhere to go. Cone back if you can or need to. And
good luck. It was not unheard-of for informants to request infornal
nmeetings with Poldep. Many cases woul d never have been solved if
ordinary citizens, taking advantage of anonymity to protect thenselves
and their famlies, couldn't cone forward with incrimnating infornmation
and data. Fewdid it with malice, for Poldep could turn an entirely
different face toward the prankster. Dal key had assured Kelly that

Pol dep wouldn't pry into her true identity, for that woul d defeat the
pur pose of anonynmity. Kelly hoped that the i munity extended to no
curiosity on how she had travelled to Earth.

The Pol dep offices differed fromthose of the other government services
only by the color of their uniforms: black. Even the entry operators,
and the officers, bailiffs, and investigators swarnm ng in and out of the
mai n entrance wore black. The col or was om nous and off-putting, but
she supposed that was intentional

The big man behind the desk in the little roomwas not unfamliar, but
he did not appear to recognize her: the hair dye had been a very smart

i dea. True, she had only seen himfroma distance in the halls of

Al rel dep and once on Doona. They hadn't actually met. DeVeer made the
rounds of his beat periodically in a small, fast-noving scout ship.

He had a reputation for being straightforward and honest. Firmy she
overcanme her feelings of nervousness and gave him her hand. The Pol dep
captain shook it.

"I''m Sanpson DeVeer, mss. Wat nanme are you using?" So the anonynity
was genuine. "l don't know how much you have to know about ne to
believe what I'mgoing to tell you,' Kelly said, stalling.

DeVeer gave her a brief smle. "I find the facts often speak for

t hensel ves. How about a pseudonym for the time being? That's not

i ncrimnating."

"Al'l right,' Kelly said boldly, "call me Mss Green." That was stupid,
she adnoni shed herself, but apt. She was green enough in nore than
nane.

| magi ne blurting out a nane so close to her own.

But she didn't really care. Kelly was surprised how cal mshe felt now
that she was facing the Poldep man. She recogni zed that she was riding
the high of success when she had expected none. She was surprising
herself. She'd been a dutiful child, a good student, an obedi ent second
on Snake Hunt, and a bi ddabl e enpl oyee of Alrel dep

But now, for her friends' sake, she was discovering a | ot about what she



could dare and do.
"What can | do for you, Mss Geen?" DeVeer asked.

"You're familiar with the situation on Doona?" she asked. H s eyebrows
| owered, and she went on quickly. "I know there's Iots of situations,
but | mean the one concerning the Reeve Ranch. And the son, Todd. He's
been accused of horse rustling, smuggling, and entering restricted
zones. And you've got to believe ne when | tell you that he wouldn't do
any of those things. He's innocent."

"Ah, yes,' DeVeer said, tenting his fingertips. "I know the
ci rcunst ances.

In fact, | recently had an interviewwth his father. He had hides
bearing freeze marks for his ranch on animal s he never owned.

The hi des had been recycled from Zapata Three with a genui ne provenance.

Yet he clains the brands have to have been altered.”

"They were!

I think I know how it was done, Kelly blurted. "I nean, | believe I
know who coul d have done it. DeVeer's expression didn't change, but his
noust ache twitched. "Tell nme nore,' he said.

She produced the first of her filmprints and put it before him
"This man was paroled froma | abor colony and returned to Earth.

He's a |l aser expert and innovator. H's nanme was Lesder Boronov, but
he's cal |l ed Askell Kl onski now. "

"What makes you think that he involved hinself in stock theft? Nane
changes are not illegal."

"He m ght not be involved directly, but he cane into a | ot of noney when
he was rel eased,' Kelly said. She produced the printout of Kl onski's
credit bal ance.

DeVeer read over both films carefully and made notes on a pad as he
scanned. He gl anced at her from under beetled brows. "My | ask where
you got these screens?"

"The one about Boronov is from Spacedep sealed files. | . . . would
like to protect ny sources but they are reliable. | expect Pol dep would
be able to check the information. You can see that Kl onski has been
paid sums for "special services."

Now Kel Iy swal | owed, because she was diving forward into
conj ecture-'what services could a | aser expert do to earn that nuch
nmoney?"

"The matter could be legitimte."

"Then woul dn't he be listed in Spacedep's regular contractor file?"
Kel |y asked. "Wy hide himunder the privacy seal? And he's not the
only one." She showed hi m Dal key's other printouts. "These nen are al
ex-felons, all received early paroles, and they're all under simlar



privacy seals." DeVeer didn't insist that she identify her sources,

whi ch was an inmense relief to her. She hoped that he thought that she
hersel f was the Spacedep enpl oyee who had pulled the files. He read the
third set of films with the same focused attention he ha'd read the

ot her two.

Partway through the first page, he pulled over his conmputer term nal

He spent sone ninutes entering data and | ooking fromthe screen to the
printouts. Then he becane engrossed, fingers stabbing at function keys,
tappi ng out new requests. Kelly sat with her hands clutched in her

| ap', her eyes pinned on the Pol dep investigator

"Interesfing,' he said, |ooking up at her after nearly an hour

He | eaned back in his chair, tented his fingertips together again, and
fixed his keen gaze on Kelly.

Kelly | eaned across the table. "Then you believe me? Can you find out
i f Klonski does have a way to alter the freeze-dry brands?" The chi ef

i nvestigator smiled thinly under his noustache. "I'Il try to help you,
M ss Geen, but | have only your suspicion, based on hearsay, that this
Kl onski m ght-just might-be involved in illegal activities.

Even if he admitted to devel opi ng such a process, that woul dn't
automatically clear your friends. They could have nmade use of his
"speci al services" as easily as anyone else. |In fact, sonme of that
large sumin his credit account could have been paid in by them"

"But they didn't. They didn't!" In her frustration, Kelly banged her
fists on his desk. "Wy would he be in the Spacedep files if that bunch
didn't use his "special services"? And you surely don't think they'd
et himtake outside contracts!" DeVeer snmiled at that remark. "This is
the first real evidence to support ny friends' innocence. Wn't you
help ne prove it? Please! There's really a lot at stake!" DeVeer
tapped his fingertips together. "Yes, | will have to initiate an

i nvestigation. Not necessarily on your friends' behalf, for some of

t hose charges do not lie in ny jurisdiction. But rustling does. The
probl em of stock theft has recently trebled. New worlds are desperate
for all kinds of stock, not juSt horses. Every animal nust be narked
and records kept of inoculations to prevent the spread of disease, and
to be sure that livestock is protected agai nst any indi genous probl ens
on their destination planet. But if the marks can be skillfully
altered, then our very conpl ex di sease control system has been bypassed.
That can't be allowed to happen, especially on an increasingly |arger
scale. One of my priorities is putting an end to illicit traffic in
livestock."

"Then Doona isn't the only planet to have trouble with rustlers?" Kelly
asked.

"Unfortunately, it isn't. But you may just have brought me the tip |I've
needed.” He snmiled at her, and his face changed froman austere nask to
that of a warm and charm ng man.

"I'f this Klonski has an illegal means of altering brand marks, | can
hel p you clear your friends at |east of that charge. And Klonski is on
parol e?" DeVeer sat up and entered the identification nunber fromthe
filminto his conputer console.



"Yes, he is. The creation of a process used for illegal purposes is a
parol e violation. That can land himright back on a penal col ony world,
with or without Spacedep approval. | see he's due for a neeting with
his parole officer, should have net with her yesterday. Didn't show
That gives nme the right to have a few words with him" DeVeer stood up
indicating the interview was at an end.

"May | cone al ong?" Kelly pleaded. The chief considered the question
for a | ong nonent.

"It is not necessary for an anonynous accuser to face the defendant

prior to a hearing. |In fact, it could be dangerous."
"Look, M. DeVeer,' Kelly began earnestly, "lI've risked a lot to |ay
this informati on before you. It m ght even be dangerous for me to go

back out into Aisle and Corridor if anyone guesses where |'ve gone. |1,
I"'mwith you, I'msafe."

"I could arrange for protective custody for you.
"M. DeVeer, | only feel safe in your presence, she said firnly.

He considered her argunent. "It is certainly not regular procedure."
"There's been nothing regular about this whole ness,' Kelly replied
tartly. "l trust you, M. DeVeer. | can be discreet but |I'd rather be
in your conpany."

"Whul d Kl onski recogni ze you? No? That's as well. But there is another
aspect you nust consider, Mss Geen, in this conpul sion of yours to
stay under ny protective wing. Suppose he describes you to his contacts
at Spacedep?"

"Let him' Kelly said, sticking her chin up and shovi ng her shoul ders
back resolutely.

He handed her a black tunic. "Lift your right hand' -she did-'now swear
that you will obey nme as your superior,' which she did. He fastened a
plain bar to the collar tab. "There! You are now a deputy under ny

direct orders." They left the office together

The address on Klonski's file was in a bl ock which had been occupi ed
frombefore living nmenory by clans calling thensel ves the First
Fam | i es.

The living spaces bordered on the spaci ous homes of distant nenory and
were located in the widest Aisles Kelly had ever seen: Aisles with
plants in the malls. Security devices and operatives strode slowy but
alertly up and down. She was startled to see several men and wonen in
poorer dress hurrying along between the buildings. Security didn't seem
to notice them and then Kelly realized they were undoubtedly nenials,
serving in the fine apartnents of the wealthy and powerful fanmilies. The
genui ne residents of the houses swept by in nuch fancier dress,
rem ni scent of Jilaney Landreau's posh togs.

Kel ly and DeVeer made their way as unobtrusively as possible to the
address given for their quarry. The Pol dep officer pushed a doorbell
and they waited.

"Askell Klonski, also known as Lesder Boronov?" DeVeer asked as the door
edged open a crack



"Who wants to know?" denanded a short, scrawny nan through the gap
Kel ly recogni zed himas quickly from Captain Kiachifs description of a
warty weasel as from DeVeer's updated file photo

"Pol dep,' DeVeer said, flashing his identification
"May we cone in?"

"You can state your business first,' Kl onski said pugnaciously. "I've
got nothing to hide frommy nei ghbors.

"You did not keep your appointnment yesterday with your parole officer
M. Klonski,' DeVeer said, keeping his voice |ow Kionski wavered for
a nonent and then flung the door open w de.

"I"'mnot a well man,' and he coughed a fewtines to prove it.
"She knows. She don't hassle ne."

"A few nonents of your tinme is all that's required, M. Kionski,'
DeVeer said snoothly.

"Well, if that's all, you can come in,' he said, his eyes shifting
warily fromone to the other of his unwel cone guests.

Kl onski's apartnment was of the size intended for the use of high-ranking
famlies with two legal children. The main roomwas pal atial comnpared
to Dal key's, but it had been furnished in a totally haphazard fashi on

t he furni shings and decorations were obviously expensive but were placed
i n awkward groupi ngs or hung w thout care or taste.

If Kl onski had intended to inpress his neighbors with his wealth, he
certainly had achieved that aim

Kelly glanced at a brilliant pink couch draped with a handwoven teal and
red throw, and shuddered at the effect.

Kl onski m ght be wearing expensive clothing but it could not canoufl age
his small stature, and the color only enphasized his gritty conpl exion
The padded tunic did not disguise, much less inprove, his narrow chest.
So he gave the inpression of being held prisoner inside his clothes. The
style was practically a parody of what his neighbors wore with el egance.

"I"mrespectable now,' the man insisted. "GCGone straight and square. |I'm
not supposed to be bothered with parole matters. | call her up when
renenber. G ve ne the usual blab, then you' ve done your duty and you
can | eave." DeVeer drew hinself up to his own inpressive height and

| oomed over the little man. "Askell Klonski, not only have you viol ated
the terms of your parole with your nonappearance, but you seemto have
violated it much nore seriously. W'd like you to come down to Pol dep
with us and to answer a few questions."

"What about? | haven't done anything wong."
"That is what we need to determ ne,' DeVeer said.
Kl onski eyed them "You're on a fishing trip, Oficer," he said,

grinning maliciously. "You haven't got a thing that could make me go
anywhere with you. You're fromthem out there." He jerked his thunbs



toward the apartnments on either side of his. "They want ne to | eave,
but I won't. | like it here, see, and |I've got a long, |long | ease

Al'l paid up through the year doubl e-dot."

"Yes, we have that data in our files. But there are other discrepancies
in your record that are currently of interest to Pol dep."

"Yeah? What, for instance? Ask me anything you want to. . . right
here." The former felon hitched hinmself up into a huge, thronelike
chair.

"On a routine investigation of your case,' DeVeer went on, ignoring the

sneering voice, "it would appear that the robbery for which you were
incarcerated involved a death. "It was an accident!' Kionski said
agitatedly. "He shouldn't oughta have been there in the first place.

That's all in ny testinony."

"The laws are explicit in the case of death, whether accidental honi cide
or preneditated nmurder. Especially nurder. You were rocketed up

wi t hout the possibility of parole. So how Askell, were you all owed
back on Earth at all?"

"I was given clemency for being a sick nman." Kionski essayed a few dry
raspi ng coughs, then he | ooked up, his expression far nmore genuinely
i ndi gnant .

"Hey, those records were supposed to be seal ed!"

"To Pol dep?" DeVeer asked scornfully. "Well, they might remain seal ed
to the public at large, or they mght not. That's up to ne-and up to
you. | think Poldep mght ignore that anomaly if you will help us with
our inquiries in another matter. Cone down to ny office to talk." There
was evidently sonething in those records which Klonski didn't want made
public. O was there soneone he didn't want to know that his file had
been opened? He was on his feet and standing by the door, exhibiting a

marvel ous agility for a man ill to dying froma cough

"You call for a private copter, then, hear? 1 don't want to be seen
talking to no Poldep inspector." He straightened his tunic as they
stepped outside. "I got some standards." As soon as they had arrived,

Kl onski made hinself confortable in a chair in DeVeer's office.

When the conputer recorder was turned on, he took the oath to give a
true statement. (Not, Kelly thought, that the truth was likely to mean
much to a man like Klonski.) "So I'msworn in. Let's get this over
with." DeVeer began austerely, "You re known to have unusual |aser
skills. W have reason to believe that you have perfected a neans to
alter or undo freezedry chemical brands on the skin of herd animals."
"What ?" Kl onski bounced up and down in his chair in amazenment and began
to how with laughter, rolling fromside to side, until the tears
streamed down his warty face. "That is the nost ridiculous thing | ever
heard a Pol dep say! Ghhhoo, hnahaha!" He was off again in paroxysms of
mrth

Wth hands lightly clasped on his desk, DeVeer regarded Kl onsk
patiently while he enjoyed his anusenent at their expense. Getting
madder every nonent because she knew this little weasel was a key find,
Kelly wanted to box his ears or kick shins or do sonething to stop him



| aughi ng with such abandon. She saw her hope di sappearing to the sound
of his cackles. They merged into a genuine coughing fit. DeVeer poured
a glass of water and passed it on to Klonski, no enotion whatever on his
face.

"Me? Rustling?" Klonski demanded when he finally caught his breath.
"Waste ny tine and know how changi ng freeze marks? Mnd you, that's
beyond even ne."

"It nmade a starting point,' DeVeer said, not the least bit disconcerted.
"A man nust keep his skills up or lose them R ght?" "R . . ."

Kl onski began, and then realized he was being indiscreet. He pressed his
i ps together.

"However,' DeVeer continued, "you do have laser skills and we do believe
that a | aser technique had to be used to alter freeze marks.

Therefore, if you do not wish to be charged with aiding and abetting the
theft of livestock and the illegal transportation of animals, you m ght
just clear up the point of what you are doing with your special skills.

"Now, wait a mnute. . ." Klonski began, no |onger so arrogant.

"You know the drill, my man. Rustling' s grand |arceny, and between
unaut hori zed planets, it carries a double penalty. There'd be no
possibility of parole for an offense of this magnitude." He pulled his
console to himand began typing. "W'Ill just enter you for a
prelimnary, based on those unusual deposits in your credit account."
DeVeer peered at Kl onski fromunder his thick eyebrows.

"You' d never trace the source of those deposits, Klonski said with a
sneer, his confidence somewhat revived.

"Real | y?" DeVeer asked cheerfully. "Anything on a conputer tape, no
matter which mai nframe, can be opened for inspection-especially when a
maj or crime is involved."

"They told me no one could crack their codes!" Kl onski was mutinous with
fear.

"They?" DeVeer asked softly. "You forget that Pol dep has extraordinary
powers to investigate any departnent, given sufficient cause. Rustling
is an excellent exanple." He turned back to his keyboard.

"Stop!" Klonski cried. DeVeer's face was immtable stone. "I never
rustled nothing, nor helped no rustlers.

DeVeer pushed the keyboard slightly to one side, folded his arns on his
chest, and gazed at Kl onski

"I"'mwaiting."

"I need a deal from Pol dep.

"Qur budget is exceedingly tight this quarter."

"I don't need credit. | need inmmunity. | want an undetectabl e change
of identity and |l ocation." He paused as DeVeer nodded solemly. "I

didn't help rustlers, and | sure didn't change freeze marks, "cause you
can't. But I'Il tell you what | did do. |Is that enough to deal ?"



"I can't say until | know,' DeVeer said. "l may just consider your
i nformation sufficient to return you to your current quarters with the
parol e violation forgotten."

"I gotta have security." Klonski was so insistent about that point that
Kel l y's hopes began to rise again.

"Security you'll get for cooperating with Pol dep."

"Ckay,' but Klonski's expression indicated he was still dubi ous. DeVeer
just waited while Kelly found it hard to restrain herself fromjunping
up and shaking the truth out of the weasel. He gave a nervous cough and

then said, "What | did do was a little patching and splicing of |og
tapes. Nothing that |ooked illegal."

"For that kind of credit?" DeVeer allowed his face to register
di sbel i ef .

"And . . ." Klonski hesitated, his eyes darting from DeVeer to Kelly.
She tried to | ook encouraging. "And. . . | showed "emhow to
neutralize sec\irity systens."

"Real | y?" DeVeer's response was mld, but Kelly had to grip the arns of
the chair to keep fromjunping up in exultation. "I thought your
specialty was inproving such systenms." Feeling slightly nore confident,
Kl onski grinned, show ng badly discol ored and jagged teeth.

"I nprove, disinprove. Sane techniques needed."
"Who?"

"You think I'mstupid, Polly? No blinding way do | name nanes. You
find "emyourself with all your extraordinary powers." He | eered smugly.
"W nade a deal. And | don't say nothing more. | got rights, too, you
know. "

"However, for a new | ocation, new nanme, and the right to retain the
credits in your account, you nmight nod your head if | drop a famliar
nane or two?" Klonski was not too pleased to be probed so deeply but he
didn't deny further assistance.

DeVeer pulled over a flinsy.

"Your file indicates that you worked for Spacedep before your first
prison term' the Poldep inspector said conversationally.

Kl onski gave a sharp nod of his head and darted a gl ance at Kelly.

"You were in Research and Devel oprment, is that correct?" Kl onski did not
hesitate to nod, since that was known fact. "Wasn't old Bert Landreau
in charge of R&D?" Kelly hoped that DeVeer noticed the shuttered | ook
that altered Kl onski's expression

"I'sn't his son an Admiral now?" DeVeer went on in that deceptively
casual fashion. This time Klonski's head noved as if physically

restricted. "I think that about covers it, Kl onski,' DeVeer said nore
briskly. "You'll be noved in the norning to simlar quarters in a
different sector. New IDwill be issued and Kl onskii Boronov will be

listed as deceased, cause of death, a fatal respiratory condition



Does that suit you?" Klonski's nod was enthusiastic.
"I"1l have you returned in an anbul ance to your current residence.

Tonmorrow a reputable firmof undertakers will arrive and your "corpse"
will be renmoved for the benefit of any observers." DeVeer pressed a
button on his conunit and a uniformed constabl e appeared in the door

"Medical escort is to be provided for this person, Constable. Do you
wi sh a guard?" Kl onski snorted in his arrogance. "No one could get in
nmy place!" Then he clanmped his mouth shut, shooting a quick glance at
the rigidly attentive constable.

"Use the discreet exit fromthe bl ock, Constable."

"Very good, sir. This way, sir,' and-the constabl e gestured courteously
for Klonski to follow him

"We got a deal, Polly,' Kl onski said, turning in the door and jabbing
his finger at DeVeer, who nodded acknow edgnent.

The door hissed shut behind himand Kelly bounced out of the chair in
her el ation.

"He admitted it. Those log tapes were altered.
Todd and Hrriss are innocent."

"Do cal myourself, Mss Green,' DeVeer said, flicking off the recorder.
"This is only the beginning of what is going to be a very difficult
i nvestigation."

"But he said he altered |l og tapes and tinkered with security systens.
Don't you see what that means?"

"I see what you wish it to nmean, but the wish is not always parent to
the proof. However, such statenments do cast doubt on the authenticity
of the logs in question. Nor did he give us any inkling as to which
security systems he has adjusted."

"But don't you see? It has to be the Doonai Rrala satellites. That
woul d expl ain how rustlers could get in and out with |livestock and be
undet ected! "

"Ch, | take that point, Mss Geen. But it doesn't solve the matter of
m smar ked hi des, does it?"

"No, it doesn't,' Kelly said, and then started to giggle, covering her
mouth with her hand and shooting an anxi ous | ook at DeVeer. "Kl onski was
so indignant to be taken for a rustler!”

"l have di scovered, Mss Geen, that there is a certain form of honor
anmong thi eves. "

"Well, then, honest nen ought not to be discredited, should they?"
DeVeer regarded her kindly after that vehenment declaration. "No, they
should not. | shall consider it ny prine obligation and nost urgent

priority to assist you in clearing the good reputations of those two
young persons. But,' and he held up his hand warningly when Kelly



excl ai med her joy aloud, "to prove that Klonski did, in fact, use his
skill on the tapes in question and on the Doonan security satellites is
going to take tine."

"We don't have tinme,' Kelly said in a despairing wail. "The Councillors
will bring Todd and Hrriss to trial any day now. And then there's the
Treaty negotiations. . . The charges against Todd and Hrriss were

pl anned to coincide with this critical period. M hone is at stake,
| nspector DeVeer."

"So you are a Doonan col onial ?" Kelly sighed for her indiscretion

Not unkindly, he smiled. "Doona nust fall or stand on its own nerits,
but clearly the odds against it have been staked by what does appear to
be a genui ne conspiracy. Personally |I have had doubts about the
Experiment, but | was old enough to experience the repercussions of the
Si wanna Tragedy, so perhaps I'mnot entirely w thout prejudice.

But | try to overcone what | know to have been early conditioning.

| think it's a mistake to m x tw such advanced races."

"But that's the best kind to nmix,' Kelly exclainmed.

"Equal intelligence and parallel'societies with simlar ains and nutua
respect.

"But Hrrubans are nmuch nore powerful than we smaller Humans. And their
technol ogy nore advanced. "Not in the same direction ours is.

So we' ve | earned from each ot her

"They have not granted us that transportation systemof theirs .

"And we have not given themthe right to build our nore sophisticated
spaceshi p engines, so | think we're even on the question of space
travel . "

"You argue well, Mss Geen."

"I'"ve specialized know edge to back up ny argunments, M. DeVeer."

"I trust that events will conspire to |l et us continue.

| have never net a nore devoted adherent of the Experinent.

But, in ny estimation, the appalling Siwanna Tragedy has not been

di m ni shed by the short period of Doona's success." He brought hinself
up short. "You remnd nme of ny daughter

She argues for her causes with all her heart, too.

And you' ve risked much to lay your case before ne." He rose to his feet,
signalling an end to their discussion

"I"d risk a lot nore!l" Kelly got to her feet and shrugged out of Pol dep
bl ack. "Can you let ne know how your investigations progress?



O do you no | onger consider ne your special deputy?"

"That deputization will be in force for the remai nder of your stay on
Earth, but 1'd prefer that you didn't wander into a situation where

have to notice you officially. 1'll be in touch with the comunications
nunber that made your appointnent with me. And by the way,' he said,
"next time, please obtain permssion to visit Earth. |f you have a
legitimate reason, or an invitation, there isn't any problem" Kelly
smled. "You are thorough

"I like to think that | am Mss ah, Geen." He actually w nked at her
and she wondered if he had discovered her real identity but thought
better about asking. "The amesty policy is scrupul ously maintained."
"Can that cover my "sources of information," too?" DeVeer frowned
slightly, then his face cl eared.

"You did nention that there's someone about to whistle-blow, didn't you?
W' ||l see that your friends are protected if at all possible. 1 expect
there'll be a great deal of housecl eaning before this matter is
concluded. An official privacy seal is not neant to conceal capita
crimes such as grand larceny and security tanpering." DeVeer took her
hand. "1 amgrateful to you for your information

Pol dep does need the help of all honest citizens, otherw se where would
we be? Thank you, Mss Geen." Kelly grinned at him positive that he
did know who she really was. "Thank you, sir." She spent the night
curled up on Dal key's hard mattress, dream ng of snaking tapes with

mat ched ends that then split apart to reattach thenmsel ves to other |oose
ends, and satellite spheres with the face of Askell Klonski, and each
wart on his face anot her capped sensor

The nedi cal supply warehouse was in a section of Corridor and Aisle that
Kel ly had never visited before. She had to descend on a packed el evat or
t hrough several |evels, through the newer, snaller residences of Labor
wor kers, and then pattered off the elevator into the manufacturing zone.
Her fell ow passengers, nostly nmaintenance workers for the Air Recycling
Service, marched past her in a single mass, alnost as if they were stuck
t oget her from bei ng squeezed in the el evator

The noi se control standards had evidently been waived for this |evel,
and so had the air purification ordinances. Hooting and wailing from
machi nery battled with the deafening thrum of turbines and the
cunul ati ve babbl e of Human voices. This Corridor was full of unrelieved
gray and bl ack buildings. They | ooked clean enough-no graffiti, no
layers of dirt or filth-but they left her with the feeling that if she
touched anything her fingers would come away filmed with soot.

Kelly found the address Nrrna had witten down for her and slipped past
t he great open doors.

I nside was the |argest single roomshe had yet seen on Earth. The

raftered ceiling loomed the full height of the level. Hundreds of nen
and worren in drab bodysuits and heavy gl oves passed her in pursuit of
their various tasks. Pallet |oaders, large, small, and staggeringly

huge, rolled around the floor, picking up crates and packages from
teetering stacks of nerchandise. The scale of the warehouse amazed her
The entire Doona Launch Center could fit in the mddle of this vast
facility, and | eave roomfor its nornal day's operation on every side,
and this facility only forwarded medi cal supplies to outer worlds.



Stinking of hot oil, the forklifts trundl ed great bales of goods into
giant freight elevators, for conveyance to the |lower |evels for
distribution, or to the surface, where they could be | oaded into
spaceshi ps. Neither of these two destinati ons was appropriate for
Kelly. She needed to find where a particular small delivery was being
prepared. The Hrruban Center grid was only a few meters square.

She had fitted herself out with a clipboard and a small parcel, wapped
under Dal key's instruction and sealed with a Spacedep | ogo they had cut
out froma discarded filmcopy. The box was filled with food fromhis
synthesizer. Alter two unappetizing nmeals of the stuff at Dal key's
flat, she hoped she woul dn't have to eat it, but who knew how long it
woul d be before she could be rescued fromthe container? Nrrna m ght
have to wait for solitude to open the crate.

"I's this the shipnent for Doona?" Kelly asked in a bored tone,
consulting her clipboard. "I've got a parcel to add to it. Spacedep,’
she added with a nice touch of apathy.

The man gl anced up at her with equal disinterest.
"Nope. Try dock sixteen."

"I's this the shipnment for Doona?" Kelly inquired at dock sixteen
"It is." The short woman directing the |owering of boxes from one side
of the dock onto a pallet glanced back over her shoul der at the tal
mousyhaired girl. "Why?" Kelly's heart gave a little jolt within her
"I, uh, have a package to go on it. Spacedep."

"There's nothing in ny nmanifest from Spacedep for Doona,' the wonman
sai d, tapping the clipboard she held under her arm

Kelly pretended disgust. "Well, it was handed over to me this norning
to make sure it got aboard."” The woman stopped and flipped open the
clipboard. It was full of neat docunents, all sealed at the bottom by

t he departnments of authorization.

"Codep; Heal thdep; Heal thdep, that's not here yet; Airel dep; Healthdep
. " She turned each one over until she canme to the last one. "No,
not hi ng from Spacedep. You nust have the wwWhg order." The wonan | ooked
up, but her quefl st was gone.

Shruggi ng, the woman turned back to her bal es.

Wil e the woman's attention was focused on the docunentation, Kelly had
sl i pped away and squeezed between two | arge boxes. One of the crates
headi ng for Doona was only half full. Nrrna had arranged for Heal t hdep
on Earth to send just enough sterile gloves to fill half a standard case
but too many to be crated in a snmaller container

Nrrna and Kelly cal cul ated that there should be enough roomfor her to
fit. Kelly began to look at labels to find the Heal t hdep shipnent.

She found it by the logo - a cross and crescent in a circle marked on a
blue crate. She tapped out the security code on the small conp,
wiggled into the crate, and pulled the |id down over her, hearing the
whirr as the cover |locked itself again. Now all she had to do was try
to make herself confortable, and she would be hone in hours.



The nmuffl ed sounds around her crate got |ouder, so she had a bit of
war ni ng before the box rose into the air and swng wildly fromside to
side. One of the cranes wa doing the transfer. Kelly had the
terrifying sensation of flying through the air, followed by a bunp that
t ossed packages of the flimsy gloves all around her. The plastic

envel opes stuck to her clothes, hair, and face. She peeled them off,
and cupped her hands over her face to keep from being suffocated by the
flyi ng packages.

As soon as the case was fastened down on the pallet, the gloves settled.
She burrowed her way into the packages until only her head and her

shoul ders were janmed agai nst the side of the box, her feet propped

agai nst the | ower end and her knees under her chin. Not the nopst
confortable of positions and she tried to nake hersel f believe that

cl austrophobia was a small price to pay for the success of her illega
voyage.

The crate jerked again as it started to nove sideways, bunping Kelly's
head. The whole pallet nust be on its way to the Hrruban Center. She
could hear the squeak of unoiled wheels as it was pushed onto the
transportation grid which rattled under her buttocks. She had little
roomin which to relieve cranped muscles and half w shed that she'd
asked I nspector DeVeer to arrange legitimate transport for her back to
Doona. But that woul d have required too many expl anations and too nuch
time by ordinary Human spaceshi p. However unconfortable, at least this
trip would be instantaneous.

Through the sides of the crate, she could hear the | ow runble of
Hrringa's voice, asking for the cargo nmanifests. She hoped he didn't
have to search each package before sending it. No, she nerely heard the
telltal e beeping of the bonmb detector as it was swept over the bales,
and then it trundl ed sideways again. Kelly hoped her bale wouldn't be
sent somewhere else in error. Al she could do now was wait and try not
to worry.

At | east she didn't see the transfer mst or feel nauseated by the
di sl ocation anmi d her paddi ng of gl ove packets.

CHAPTER 7

B NRRNA WAl TED AT ThE TRANSPORT station. She was trying to appear calm
but she could not control the nervous twitching of her tail tip, a

gi veaway to anyone wat ching her. She was no | onger of an age where she
coul d have held her tail between her hands to subdue its reaction to her
nood.

The Hrruban mal e who was in charge of the transport grid had passed a
few pl easantries with her, but he had to keep his attention on his job,
and not on the very attractive feral e hovering nearby.

The tinetable on transm ssions and receptions was very tight. Two
sendi ngs could not be received on the grid at the sane tine. |If one
over | apped another, he had to put it on hold until the first one was
entirely received.

"The medi cal shipment is not due fromEarth for another thirty mnutes,’
he said once again.

"I know that,' Nrrna said, dropping her jaw in an appealing snile to
belie her nervousness. "It is very inportant that | take delivery as



soon as possible.

There's quite a lot of fur flying over letting the supply of sterile
gl oves get so low "

"Hrfm ' grunted the technician, uninpressed.
Everyone was always in a hurry. Her tail began to twitch inpatiently.

The Treaty Controller, clad in his magnificent red robes, appeared out
of a corridor and addressed the technician, who stood to attention

Nrrna slipped into the shadows of the ternminal to keep from bei ng
noticed. "Hasn't the transmission fromHrruba arrived yet?" the
Control |l er asked.

The operator nmade the proper bow to such an inportant Hrruban

"No, honored sir. It is scheduled to arrive in three dots. You do not
have long to wait.

I could have notified you if you had called ne."

"Hmm ' the Treaty Controller grow ed his dissatisfaction. H s eyelids

| owered hal fway over glaring green. "l was informed that it would be
here at half past the tenth hour. The grid operator courteously gestured
to the display of quartz timers, synchronized with grid transporter
termnals in the other spheres of Hrruban autonomy. "That tine
approaches rapidly, honored sir,' he said, his voice hoarse.

The Controller turned away fromthe nervous young Hrruban and noticed
Nrrna. To distract the grid operator, she had put on sonme of her npst
attractive ornanents, and a spicy col ogne whi ch approxi mated the
pheronones of mating. She had not counted on anyone el se coming al ong,
espedally not the Treaty Controller. At once she assumed a position
bot h hunbl e and hardwor ki ng, hopi ng he would | ook away. To her. horror
she saw his nostrils flare as he scented her

"Rrrmmm ' he purred, nmoving toward her. "And who is this? what is your
nane, |ovely one?" Flustered, she murnured her name, and was gently
asked to repeat it. "Nrrna."

"Nrrna. A soft nanme for a soft pelt. | find you nbst attractive
Nrrna." He rubbed his hand alon the Iength of her arm O fended by the
famliarity of the contact, she noved her arm trying not to give
deliberate insult. After all, she was wearing a provocative scent.

"You honor ne, sir, but | am already pronised."

"Surely no single male will be sufficient to relieve one as young and
fem nine as you, Nrrna,' the Controller said, pitching his voice
intimately. "I would be the one honored if you would choose to favor ne

wi th your company." Nrrna |looked to the grid operator for assistance,

but he had folded his ears tight to his head in an effort not to
overhear. which was only discreet of him Nrna had to adnmit. Wy had
she chosen such an alluring scent? She really had |left herself open to
of fers. The operator she could have teased, but it would be nbst unw se
of her to lead on the Treaty Controller

"Please, sir, | ampronbsed as |lifemate." She hadn't wanted to admt



that yet. Particularly not to this old male. She edged away.

He sidled closer to her, and she could feel the heat of his body agai nst
hers and the rising scent of his sensual response to her condition. "I
am not yet at full cycle,' she added as coolly as she could. |ndeed she
was a few weeks away from her season and sexual activity would be

di stasteful. He had no right to be harassing her

"Real | y?" and the Controller |ooked genuinely surprised. "I think
per haps you have mi sjudged your readi ness, soft Nrrna,' the Controller
suggested in a low voice. "M quarters are nost confortable." He was a

much ol der male, with persuasive ways that should overwhel m such a young
and obvi ously inexperienced fenale.

She shifted away fromhim revolted by his manner. Any decent male
woul d have desisted, but this old stoker obviously didn't recognize a
genui ne deni al

"The transnission fromEarth,' the operator announced.

Wth the agility of her youth, Nrrna sprang toward the pallet in a
graceful leap that took the Controller totally by surprise. Wth her
own hands, she hel ped the operator roll the crate off the transport grid
to make roomfor the next transm ssn

However, the Controller, not to be done out of his prize, followed her

I gnoring him she opened the top crate, which did not contain Kelly, and
began to inventory the materials very slowy, checking each box severa
tinmes as she marked it off on her list.

"One box of size OO sutures, one box of size 0 sutures, four cases of
pl as-skin .

"You haven't answered nmy question yet, Nrrna,' the Treaty Controller
pressed.

She gave hima smle. "AI thought of personal indul gence nmust give way
to duty, honored sir." She paused to give himthe npst courteous and
cool est of bows. "You nust forgive ny diligence but it is nmy first

position and | cannot discredit ny Stripe with less than nmy cl osest
attention. Everything nust be inventoried before it can be transported
to the village center."” She began her count over, glancing fromthe
clipboard to the pallet with an anxi ous expression. "One box of size OO
sutures, one box of size O sutures

"I thought you needed to get this to the medical center as quickly as
you coul d,' conpl ai ned the operator, wondering that the pretty fenale
was silly enough to ignore a Controller

"As soon as it is counted,' Nrrna said firmy.

"Earth nust be notified pronptly if the count is short.
began at the top of her list.

Once again, she

Just as the Treaty Controller noved in to pursue her, the grid bel
rang.

"Honored sir, the transm ssion fromHrruba!" On the grid platforma
cluster of small boxes appeared. The Treaty Controller bent over them
and straightened up with an exclamati on of selfsatisfaction, one of the



docunment cases clutched in his hands. "Yes, this will ensure the nunber
of days is finite." He glanced at Nrrna, who was still pantom nming a
diligent inventory and wal ked over to her. "Silly stripe,' he said in a
voi ce | ow enough to reach her ears only, "you would do better to accept
my protection and virility so that | can provide well for you when you
have to return to Hiruba. It is not too |ate to reconsider."”

"My Stripe has a long tradition of honoring its promises,' Nrrna said
with a swift sideways glance toward himbefore returning to her

i nventory check. Hal fway between checking off a filmtape for educating
smal | children about bacteria control and reaching for the next filmin
the stack, she heard an annoyed snort, and the Treaty Controller swept
away, holding the small docunent box. She sighed with relief.

"My goods are all accounted for,' she told the grid operator

"WIl you transport ne and this shipnment nowto First Village?" The
gesture with which the irritated technician directed her onto the
pl atf orm showed t hat he would be very glad indeed to get rid of her

For her sake, he had nearly had to annoy the Treaty Controller

No nal e, not even a Treaty- Controller, should persist when a fenmal e has
made her disinterest so plain. He would be glad to see the last of both
of them and the end of a possible disgraceful incident.

The nonent that the village coal esced around Nrrna, she shoved the crate
off the grid and tapped the code to open it. Kelly exploded up in the
m dst of a snowstorm of plastic packets. They were plastered all over
her |ike wet |eaves.

"Ch, my poor neck,' she groaned. "This was such a good idea but neither
of us counted on sweat and plastic suffocation. | hope | don't offend
your nose."

"I amso glad you are all right," Nrrna said, trying hard to keep her
nostrils fromflaring at the reek of the Hayuman. She couldn't hel p her
current odoriferousness and Nrrna hel ped Kelly out.

"I would not have left you in it so long, but that wetched ol' cat'-and
Kel ly blinked at such an epithet coming fromthe gentle and polite

Nrrna-'of a Controller was revoltingly offensive!"™ Nrrna al nost spat in
outrage and Kelly could see every single hair of her stripe was standing

up.

Nrrna began to pick the static-charged packets off Kelly's hair and
clothes. Each tine she tried to put a pile down, they seened to spring
back to adhere to her fur. when Kelly tried to help, it only nade
matters worse. The packets nmerely transferred thenselves fromNrna to
Kelly. Frustration gave way to | aughter and then Nrrna thought of

nmoi st eni ng her hands, and when that seemed to help, Kelly wet hers and
t hey began to divest thensel ves of their unusual decorations.

"I heard him the old tontat,' Kelly said, grinning at Nrrna.

"But he's a persistent bugger, isn't he? | thought males didn't bother
femal es wi thout perm ssion

"It's partly my fault,' Nrrna said. "l used too much of a provocative
scent . "



"Not to get his attention, I'Il warrant.” Nrrna winkled her nose. "The
operator was too well mannered to pursue me, but it kept himinterested
until white nuzzle interfered.”

"All's well that ends well. But remind ne not to ride in a crate again,’
Kelly said when the |last of the gloves were stuffed back into their
container, and the top was cl anped down again. "l also caught that bit

about you reconsidering himso he could provide for you when you had to
return to Hrruba.

What ' s happened since | |left here?"

"Not hi ng,' Nrrna said, but she was as worried about his phraseol ogy as
Kelly was. Possibly nore than Kelly was, for she had lived on Rrala al
her life and the quarters of her clan on Hruba were very crowded.

"what was he waiting to collect? D d you see?"
"A docunent box.
Wl |l covered with Third Speaker seals, that nuch | did notice."

"Neither the Treaty Controller nor Third Speaker is a supporter of the
colony. Strikes me as odd that that Stripe should be in control wth
Treaty Renewal approaching. | wonder what kind of docunents were in
that box. "I don't know how we'd find out, but 1'd better conplete this
shi pnment wi thout any nore delay." Nrrna spoke into a radio unit which
was hooked to her belt, contacting the Health Center's operator

"They will send a flitter for the shipnment. Now, did you have any | uck
on Terra?"

"I sure did, Nrrna. W' ve got a Poldep inspector on our side, willing
to look into certain oddities that came to light. | want to tell the
Reeves, but I'Il meet you later at Hriss's so | only have to tell this
twice, but tell himl got good news." She was stretching and working her

arms and legs to relieve the kinks. "I never could have found out so
much wi t hout your help, Nrrna. You've been a star! See you soon." Wth
a final wave, Kelly jogged off toward the Friendship Bridge on her way
to collect Calypso and nmake her way to the Reeve Ranch

Todd took one | ook at her and yelled, "what did you do to your hair?"
"My hair?" she shrieked back at him hand to her head before she
renenbered the rinse. "l couldn't go back to Earth in nmy own hair and
expect to be unnoticed!"

"To Earth?" he roared, white-faced with shock

when he had finished baw i ng her out for the risks she had taken, she
got just as angry right back at himfor not letting her deliver her good
news.

"In the first place, | was never in danger, Todd Reeve. In the second
place, | got nore information than | ever thought I'd get, and thirdly,
we got | nspector DeVeer actively pursuing an investigation on our

behal f."

"I's that Kelly Solinari with you, Todd?" Pat called, and rushed into the
room her expression both anxious and relieved. "Young wonman, where



have you been? Your famly's been worried sick about you.
And what have you done to your hair?"

"It washes out and | left ny parents a note to say |'d be away a few
days. Didn't they get it?" At that nonment, Ken Reeve came bursting into
the room "Robin was right.

It was Calypso tearing up the road. where have you been? And what did
you do to your hair?"

"I dyed it! And if you'll all drop out of panic nmode, I'Il tell you why
| dyed it and where |'ve been and what |'ve been doing,' Kelly yelled
back, glaring at all of them Then she turned |ess aggressively to Pat.
"That is, if | can have a drink to soothe ny throat after all the
shouting | have to do in this house to get listened to." It was Todd who
provided the jwce and then sat down at the table, where she began the
recital of her inquiries.

"Nrrna hel ped?" Todd interrupted as she began
Then, "How well did you know this Dal key? Can you trust hin®"

"I probably shoul dn't have mentioned his name, Kelly said tartly, "but I
trust you not to repeat it.

And not to get stupid about me approaching the only one |I felt could
help us. And he's still helping us, or rather |Inspector DeVeer is."
"Cool it, Todd,' Ken said in an aside. "Continue, Kelly." She did but
was aware that Todd was uncharacteristically norose until she got to the
part about DeVeer taking her with himto interrogate Kl onski

"You see, we were all working on the wong assunption,' she said,

| ooki ng at Ken, "that the brands had been altered somehow. Even Ki achif
t hought Kl onski might be able to do that but he didn't. |In fact, he
burst out |aughing at the very notion that he was bei ng accused of
rustling." The others didn't quite seemto see the hunor in that, so she
continued. "He did nuch worse. .. all to incrimnate you,' and now
she turned her gaze to Todd to see the dawni ng of hope in his eyes.

"Klonski altered the log tapes . . . By the way, which of you handed
them over to Rogitel ?"

"Nei t her of us did. He rempbved themfromthe unit hinself,' Todd said.

"Well, then, that's when he switched them" Todd opened his mouth to

protest. "You know, you're right. He bundled the Iog box into a

pl astic sack and carried it off in a proprietary fashion. | didn't
think about it till now and | was certainly too shocked at all he was
flinging at Hrriss and me to think his manner odd. Kelly nodded. "It
had to be Rogitel substituting the altered tapes and at that nonent,
since the ship had been properly sealed. | wonder where your real |og
went . "

"Into the nearest vat of acid,' Todd said with a deep sigh

"Possibly not,' Ken suggested thoughtfully. "Go on, Kelly. what else
did Kl onski do?" Her eyes glowed. "This is sort of the best part.

He altered satellite security nodes."



"He what?" Ken lifted off his chair and Todd stared at her as if she had
suddenl y changed shape.

"Don't know how, do know why,' she went on

"To let the rustlers in and out,' Ken continued, throwing both arms in
the air at such an obvi ous expl anati on.

"Kl onski was rather proud of that. And DeVeer has it all on tape!"
Kel ly said, grinning broadly.

"I's DeVeer really on our side, Kelly?" Ken asked, his expression grim

"I think so, sir,' Kelly replied. "He admitted he doesn't really I|ike
t he Doona Experinment. He was alive when the Siwanna Tragedy occurred
but he also admitted that colored his opinions. But,' and she waggl ed
her finger at all three Reeves, "he's out to crush the rustling because
too many uni nocul ated aninals are being transported illegally.

And he said the incidents of rustling had increased all out of
proportion. He couldn't figure out why."

"I brought the illegal hides to him.

"And |'ve been squaring my eyeballs trying to match m ssing horses to
those hides with duplicate Reeve nmarks." Ken brought his fist down on
the table so smartly that it startled everyone else. "Ckay, we've had
the wong end of the stick. Kiachif gave ne a clue in reporting Mark
Aden helping to | oad that |eopard Apple for export. He was al so about

t he hei ght you are now, Todd, dark-haired and blue eyes, and to Zapatans
that description also fits you. Let's assunme that Mark rustled while he
wor ked for ne.

So he probably stashed unmarked foals, born in the pastures, in sone
blind canyon. He had the run of our ranch as well as our neighbors'. He
coul d have picked up unbranded foals fromall over

Every breeder expects a few mares to abort in a year or lose their foals
to ndas before we round "emup for branding. But just one or two from
fifty or so ranches, and that'd nmake a nice shipment of fworld.

Especially if soneone is turning off the satellite tape-or however your
Kl onski rigged the system and your rustler's away with no one the
wi ser."

"Spacedep is involved up to its arnpits,' Kelly said, "and | think

I nspect or DeVeer is going to prove it. which reminds ne, | prom sed ny
friend Dal key that |I'd sponsor himto Doona."

"You di d?" Todd gave her the queerest | ook she'd ever seen on his face.

"How el se can we repay himfor the help he's given?"

"If there is a Doona for himto cone to," Todd said in a bl eak tone.
"Neither Hrriss nor I is cleared "You will be!" Kelly said enphatically.

"Kelly, this fam ly can never properly repay you, Pat said, tears of
relief in her eyes. She dabbed at themw th the edge of the dish towel
she had had in her hand when she heard Kelly arrive.



"We're neighbors, aren't we?" Kelly replied, struggling not to get too
sentimental. Wanting very nmuch to hear Todd comrend her. "And it's
Hrriss and Todd who' ve been jeopardized. | don't let ny friends get
done over. How nmuch nore tine dowe have before the trial?" She | ooked
at Ken Reeve because she couldn't |ook at Todd, who still faced that
ordeal unless lots of things fell into place in the next few days.

"We've not yet been informed,' Ken said in a taut voice. Then his face
broke into a relieved smle and he | eaned forward with his el bows on the
t abl e.

"Look, we can't do nuch about the satellite

"Kiachi f?" Todd asked, also |leaning forward, his expression alert even
if he wouldn't look at Kelly next to him

"Possibly," Ken said, "and | don't know how we'd | ocate the genuine | og
tape -, "Emma Sumitral ?" Pat suggested, her eyes brighter with hope than
with tears.

"I can ask, but now we concentrate our efforts on finding where stolen
i vestock could have been hidden."

"Tadpole in a tangle of tiddlers,' Todd said, "but there'd have to be

wat er, good grass, sone sort of shelter. . "Well off all known trails,
especi al ly snake ones,' Kelly added. "But every rancher'll help now. "
"They've all been helping. . ." And Todd inadvertently turned his head

toward her.

Kelly held her breath, not wanting to turn away fromthe look in his
eyes, keen again and as intense as they got when he was t hinking
rapidly, as he did on a Snake Hunt, examining and rejecting
alternati ves.

He was her buoyant, marvel ous, alive Todd again.

He lifted his body fromthe chair in a lithe movenent. "I1'll send out a
revi sed nessage, for nmares that ought to have foaled and didn't conme in
with foal at foot. Let's see how many conme up m ssing on that datal"
"No, son,' and Ken grabbed Todd's arm as he passed. "You'll saddle up
Gypsy and go out hunting for likely places to stash livestock. Pat, you
send out a bl anket nessage to all ranches to be on the | ookout for such
storage spots, and also query fol ks about barren nmares. Kelly, will you
ask your father and brothers to hel p?"

"I"ll go there first, but | promised Nrrna that 1'd come over and give
Hrriss the good news as soon as I'd told you." She dared | ook at Todd
agai n.

"You were nearer Hrriss if you canme in on the village grid,' he said.

Kel |y cocked her head at him thought she wanted to shake himout of his
stasis. Couldn't he see what her priority was? She planted her fists
at her belt so she wouldn't do something drastic in front of his
parents. "l've got ny priorities in order, Todd Reeve. Hrriss doesn't
ranch horses." Wth that she pushed past himand out of the house, down
the steps, and vaulted to Cal ypso's back before she thought what she was
doi ng.



"Hey . Kelly?" Todd's plaintive, puzzled call followed her down the
track.

when he went back into the house, he saw the anused expressions on his
parents' faces. "what'd | do to upset her?"

"For a bright man, you can be as dense as two planks,' his nother said,
and took herself back to the kitchen

Todd | ooked at his father, who was maki ng strangl ed noi ses.

"I think, son, it's nore what you didn't do that's upset her. And you
shoul d get your priorities right.

But not now. Now we got sone rustler pens to find.
You'll have tinme to apol ogize to Kelly later."

" Apol ogi ze?" Ken turned his son around and shoved himtoward the door
"Saddl e my horse when you're tacking Gypsy. Tell Lon what we're going
to look for and let's get going!" Ken's voice raised to a triunphant
shout as Todd pitched forward and out the door fromhis father's hefty
push.

what he shoul d apol ogi ze to Kelly for bothered himas soon as he set off
in the southeasterly direction his father had appointed himto search so
that he could stay within the Reeve Ranch linits for nore klicks than if
he went west ornorth.

Per haps he ought to have been nore effusive in his thanks, but he'd been
so scared that Kelly had done something stupid-which she had, only it
wor ked out right-or been abducted-which was not really a possibility,

but in his anxiety he had i magi ned all kinds of gory fates. She really
had come up a heroine to snuggle herself back to Earth on a Hrruban
grid. . . he ground his teeth, knowing that she had faced a sentence
of life on a penal world if she'd been caught. why hadn't she gone to
one of those girlfriends she'd told himabout? who was this Dal key

Pet ershan? why woul d she sponsor a Terran to Doona, a Terran working in
Spacedep? It was analogous to inviting Jilanmey Landreau to a weekend at
her famly's | ake cabin.

And this DeVeer Polly! who hadn't really listened to his father when he
reported hides that didn't match their records. They had got the wong
end of that stick, | right. Stupid not to have tunbled to the
duplications. Kiachif once again to the rescue. Only then did Todd
become aware that Gypsy's gallop was slowing. GCently he eased the gray
to a nore sedate pace. No sense taking his frustration out on his
horse. He gave Gypsy's neck several affectionate slaps to reassure him

and kneed himtoward the nearest height. 1t conmanded a good vi ew over
to the next range of hills. As he reined Gypsy in, he | ooked out over
the I and, peaceful and greening up well. Mre nares would be foaling.

An odd noi se attracted both himand Gypsy a the sane time, the horse
pricking his ears anc turning his head to the right. An echo it was, a
has, echo, too loud for a nearby nmda. The sounc gathered intensity, and
suddenly, out of the fold O the hills before him he saw the pointed
snout of shuttle angling upward. It pulled up above the hillsl

its engines roaring, thrusters bl azing.



Todd sent Gypsy down the hill at a gallop while he grabbed for his radio
and cal |l ed the ranch

"Momli Notify Martinson at once. A shuttle jusi illegally lifted off
our property. I'mgoing to see ii there are any traces of stock near
the launch burn."

"what? Are you sure, Todd?"
"Momi  Don't argue

Tell Martinson to nmonitor the tracking satellites. They can catch him
as he |l eaves the atnosphere." Despite the clip at which he pushed Gypsy,
it took himnearly an hour to reach the | aunch spot.

what he saw there nmade hi mweep, but it was also incontrovertible truth
t hat someone had been rustling Reeve livestock. Concealed in a fold of
the hill, where trees forned a screen, a paddock had been fenced, the
posts and rails so well disguised by shrubs, some of themrroamal, that
Ken, or Todd, or Lon could have ridden by here every day and never
noticed the setup. They wouldn't have | ooked past the rroamal to the
gl ade, for horses avoided that plant as carefully as Humans did.

Wat er had been piped into a big barrel, fitted with a stopcock.

Dung dotted the little gl ade, enough for twenty or so horses, just the
nunber to nake a nice profit for the rustler's efforts. But not nll the
horses had been | oaded and that's what upset Todd the nost.

Three yearlings, well grown, freeze-marked with the Reeve brand, lay on
the ground. One had a broken neck-probably caused fighting to resist
bei ng | oaded, for the rope burns on head and neck were obvious. The
other two had broken legs. The nails that had been driven between their
eyes into their skulls had not been renmoved. Todd shudder ed.

Crcling the corral, Todd al so found the bleach marks that freeze-brand
chem cal s nade when carelessly spilled.

H s radi o bl eeped.
"Todd?" It was Lon
"They caught "enf"

"Not hi ng, Todd,' and Lon's voice sounded as savage as Todd felt. "Linc
Newy says there was no alarmfromthe orbiters."

"But that's inpossible. | sawit launch. There has to be traces of
that!" "I'1l patch Linc through to you,' Lon said, and Todd was too
enraged to bother to hold the handset fromhis ear to avoid the

hi gh-pitch squeal as the patch to the Launch Center was nade.

"I know you think you saw sonet hing, Todd,' Newy said apologetically
but firmy. "But no ships took off Doona today at all and none were
schedul ed to land."

"Linc, | know what | sawl | know what | see about me right nowthree
dead yearlings with nails driven through their skulls because one had a
br oken neck and two had broken |l egs. Check your readouts, will ya?



Check your equi prent Todd al nbst suggested that Linc check for tanpering
but that woul d be premature

He knew Linc Newy too well to suspect the man was in | eague with
Doona's detractors, but this was the time to stand pat and | et soneone

with clout, |ike DeVeer, handle that end of the business.
"Todd, |'mserious. Nothing cane through the atnobsphere. All readings
are normal. But you can be sure |'Il keep ny eyes peeled to the gauges.

Coul d be they only up-and-overed. Maybe they had anot her rendezvous but
they won't | eave Doona w thout ny seeing "emtonight.

"You're probably right. They up-and-overed.

Thanks, Linc. Over and out!" He held the radio away fromhis ear as the
connection ended, then dialed Lon again.

"Quch,"' Lon said. "I didn't disconnect. | heard what he said, Todd,
and | heard what you said.

Fardl i ng bastards! Wen | get my hands on "em. - Gve ne your
whereabouts. We'Il join you to filmthe evidence. Got any idea whose
they were rustling?"

"The one with the broken neck is a | eopard Appal oosa,' Todd said, his
shoul ders saggi ng at the irony.

Uncharacteristically loud voices echoed in the Council room of the
Speakers of Hrruba. Third Speaker raised his voice to be heard above
themall. He was getting old, but fury gave his throat the power to
shout down hi s opponents who were arguing over his tirade against Rral a.
Only the banging of the gavel of First Speaker Hrruna put an end to the
snharling and grow s.

"That is enough,' First Speaker said in a very soft voice. "Third
Speaker, will you give substance to your demand that Rra}a be
di sbanded?"

"You have all read the report fromthe Treaty Controller,' Third said,
raking his fellow administrators with a glare which stopped short just
before it fell on First Speaker. "One of our npbst proninent young

di plomats is involved in a disgraceful situation, in which he is accused
of capital crimes, in violation both of the Treaty of Rrala and of
Hrruban Law. Hrrss theft! Robbery frominterdicted worlds! He has
been corrupted by his Hayuman conpanion. | have been getting ful
reports fromny representatives on Rrala, and none of it is good news.

It would seemthat this is not an isolated case. Honorable, honest
citizens are being lured into a life of crinme by these ani mals who wal k
like Hrrubans! Rrala must be closed to Hayumans, or all of society wll
suffer!”

"Surely responsibility for reporting the actions on Rrala falls to
Second Speaker for External Affairs,' Hruna said, indicating Hrto,
seated to his right.

The First Speaker's nmane had gone entirely white, but his eyes were as
keen as ever. "l have already had his report, and it gives ne the sane
i nformation you offer.



"This information affects Internal Affairs,' Third Speaker said
doggedly. "Now that the date draws near for Treaty Renewal, when the
Hayumans hope to have it extended, there is a chance to painlessly end

t hese harnful influences before they do nore ill unto the youth of
Hrruba. | have been besi eged by special interest groups here on Hrruba.

Thi s young Hrruban, Hrriss, has been inplicated in crimes conmitted
solely to profit a Hayuman. W cannot support corruption of this kind.
It is an ill exanple for our young people. W nust w thdraw our support
for the continuation of the Treaty." There was nore shouting, and the
First Speaker applied his gavel to its stand.

"l have heard also fromHrruvul a, counsel for the accused. He is
adamant that his clients are innocent of the charges brought agai nst
them and nust be allowed to clear their names. | find that | agree with
him Hriss and Zodd have al ways acted in honor before.”

"A ruse!

Never did trust bareskins." Seventh Speaker for Managenent was the
newest nmenber of the Council, and of the narrowest stripe. As a result,
he tried harder than any of the others to follow a, clear mandate from
his constituency rather than nake risky decisions on his own. He was
diligent and the trade figures continued to rise. So rmuch so, in fact,
that the higher the balance fromthe benefits of tradi ng under the
Treaty conditions, the nore certain he was that the Hayumans were
stealing profit fromH ruban interests. "They will destroy us."

"I disagree,' said the Fifth Speaker for Health and Medicine. "1 have
cl ose associations with many Hayuman practitioners in my specialty.

They have provided us with know edge and techni ques we could not have
devel oped on our own. They have done nothing but inprove our standards.
You cannot deny that nmental outl ook and physical health have been on the
upswi ng since the Rrala Experinment began. Rrala has noved steadily out
of what could have been a term nal situation in the younger generations,
in the min due to interaction with another speaking, thinking race.
Wiy,' he said, trying to lighten the mood, "if only for the fresh food
al one, the Rralan Experinment should not be ended-certainly not because
of a situation involving one single Hayuman."

"He is representative of his race,' Third Speaker raged, unanused. He
pounded on the table and pointed a claw at First Speaker

"The one you considered to be nost honorable, above all other Hayunans.
Here, honor is at stake. what is cohabitation wi thout trust? W were

war ned fromthe beginning of this unnatural colony, by this Zocid s own
father, that one day Hayumans might try to take what is ours. what is

nore precious than honor?"

"Honor certainly is at stake,' Second Speaker Hrrto agreed. "The honor
of a Hrruban as well as a Hayuman. And Hrruban honor requires us to
wait for the results of their trial before we condemm an entire society.
That woul d be honorabl e behavi or on our part." There was nore shouti ng,
whi ch First Speaker silenced by banging the gavel

"Very well, we will put it to the vote,' Hrruna said. "Those in favor
of allowing Hriss, son of Hrestan, and Zodd Rrev to be proved
i nnocent, vote aye." Third Speaker held up a hand to stay the voting.



"As a rider to this resolution, let us set a tine period in which their
honor must be proved. A significant date approaches: Treaty Renewal
Day. |If these two have not expunged the stain on their honor by that
day, we must vote against renewal, for the sake of our youth.

Those on Rrala will not be penalized, for other planets have been
opened,' he added, "and they can make hones there, safe from Hayuman
i nfluence.” No one spoke to debate that rider, though several faces
refl ected di smay.

"Very well, the rider is allowed,' Hiruna said reluctantly, then called
for the vote. It was overwhelmngly in favor of the notion

Satisfied, Hruna nodded. H s eyes were bleak as he addressed Third.

"You may so notify the Treaty Controller of our decision. Third Speaker
bowed. Probably to hide his true feelings, Hruna thought sadly.

The Launch Center bar was the perfect place to hold neetings, Al

Ki achi f thought as he entered the place. It had small nooks and obscure
corners where private conversations could be hel d-and the proprietor
debugged his roons at randomintervals.

Ki achi f had nost opportunely made a gap in his schedule for a [ ong
stopover at Doona; originally to discuss new rulings and profit
principles with the captains who answered to him He had acquired a
second purpose which he diligently pursued, |eading al nost every
conversation to topics that mght hel p Ken Reeve and his boy.

"Well, look at you,' a man said, blinking, as his eyes became accustoned
to the gloomin the bar.

"I'f I'd known you were already here, Kiachif, |1'd have gone to the
Centauris instead."

"what for?" asked Kiachif airily, shaking hands wi th Captain Feyder
"We've been there already, with all the best the colony worlds have to
offer.

Tell "em never conpel "em and you sell "em that's my notto." The
friendly rivalry between the i ndependent nerchant Rog Feyder and Al

Ki achi f had gone on for years. Feyder sat down, and Kiachif signalled
to the harman to bring bottles for them both.

"I"ve got a shipment of unrefined sugar for Doona. Special order

Just unl oadi ng." Feyder let Kiachif fill his glass, waited till Al had
filled his own, and then raised it courteously to his old rival.

"Your health."

"Yours! Hear unrefined sugar used to nmake dammed fine spirituous
pot abl es. 4

"Did it? Well, we rmake sure the custoners get what they order, don't
we? Though sonetimes you wonder why they pay the freight charges.”
"Ch?" Kiachif had Iong since learned the art of subtle pronpting.

"Sugar's the nost ordinary thing | have on board.



The dammedest things are getting shipped these days."

"That they are,' Kiachif agreed. "Last season, | carried a copper

scul pture fifteen nmeters long to one of the outer agriworlds from Doona.
A comm ssi oned work by the governor to commenorate ten years of the

col ony, engraved with the name of every colonist and his
acconplishnents. 1t was a pain up the afterburners to handle, but
orders are orders! | hate to see what he'll ask for when twenty-five
rolls around, like Doona's is." "Aye, | wanted to conme back for the big
celebration, but |I should be worlds away by then,' Feyder said. "I'm
just here on turnabout, starting nme route over fromthe topside. No,
when | say strange, | nean the epitome of strange, not ordinary strange.
Listen to this one. Got a neteorite puncture on ny way in fromthe
outer worlds. After we sealed it up, | found a container cracked open
in that bay, with the nmeteorite smack in the mddle like a ball through
a gl ass w ndow.

Splintered the whol e dammed thing into pieces.
D you know what had been insi de?"
"Not an idea."

"A beacon. An orbital drone beacon,' said Feyder, slapping his leg. "No
assignment code. No idea where it came from W checked its nmenory,
and it was hollering Mayday |ike a pack of banshees. Did you ever hear
such a thing in your life?"

"By all that's white, bright, and right,- Al said, holding on to his
excitement, "that surely is a strange thing to report. Never heard its
like in all my years in space. And it didn't have no ID nunber. you
say?" Feyder was not at all taken in by Kiachifs idle curiosity and gave
hima long sly look. "Now !l can't rightly remenber."

"We could both take a | ook,' Kiachif said.

"So you can see what else |I'mhauling and crossship me? Try anot her
one, Kiachif. "Surely there nust be a little favor! could do for you,
Rog ol ' boy!" Feyder regarded hi mspecul atively. "Well, now, there's
the matter of the Ei ghth Sector."

"Ch?" and the single sound dove and swooped up again while Kiachifs eyes
went round as ball bearings.

"Hell, All, you gotta |eave sonme routes open for the independents.

"That's true enough,' Kiachif said, scratching the stubble on his chin.
"I don't want to appear greedy, or restrict free trade

You don't happen to have it still on board, do you?" He w nked at
Feyder.

"Happen | do. But you don't get a look at it. That amadan portmaster's
gone all rules and regs on honest traders and he seal ed my hatch when |
told himthat | was only here to refuel and get a drink or two. | can't
unseal till | reach Earth, ny next port 0 call."

"Earth, huh? |Is that where your funny gizno's goi ng?" Feyder drained
his glass, which Kiachif pronptly refilled. "Yup, going to Earth.



Spacedep' s the address on the manifest.
"I's that so?"
"It is."

"That's the queerest sort of cargo to carry, | do agree. A beacon with
no point of origin, scream ng a Mayday, if you get what | nean."

"Do you mean to let us have some routes in Ei ghth, then?" Kiachif
af fected hurt innocence. "O course, | do.

Soon's you can give ne the beacon's ID. Gve you ny word,' and he held
up his right, bargain-making hand in prom se.

Just then sonme of Feyder's gangers entered the bar and Kiachif had a
chance to slip away to find Feyder's supercargo, who was an old friend,
and called in a favor he had with that man. "when you get to Earth,
just nake certain you order that box opened in front of the inspectors
because it was "damaged in transit."

"why?" the super wanted to know.

"I"'mnot going to tell you why, what, or wherefore,' Kiachif insisted,
fending off the man's questions. "That woul d be suborning the w tness,
if you know what | nmean. | just need an official inquiry into the
contents of that container! And let nme know who picks it up

That's inmportant, too." He left the Launch Center, |ooking for Ken.
Only Pat was at the farm just getting up fromthe conputer and | ooki ng
so sick to heart. Kiachif thought he'd better let her talk her worry
out of her system And a drink'd help that process.

"They should be back fairly soon, All,' she said, still distracted and
wor ri ed.

"Now, Patricia, why don't you get ne a little drink and tell ne al
about it?"

"Al'l, you haven't changed in twenty-four years, she said, but she | ooked
at him not around him and he chuckl ed.

"why should I ?"

"I know what you nmean, she capped his jovial question with his own
words. "Perhaps a drink's not a bad idea what with everything that's
happened t oday. "

"You | ook wore out, Patricia.

You sit. 1'll get the bottle. Know where you keep it."

"That doesn't surprise ne," she murnured, |ow enough so he woul dn't hear
her out in the kitchen

But his | ow chuckl e suggested that he had. He was back in no time with
the bottle of mada and two glasses. "Oh, that's too nuch for me, Al."
"Not a bit of it. You're paler'n a mlk stone and this'll put heart in



you. Your health!" They touched gl asses and she watched in fascination
as half the large tunbler di sappeared down his throat while a sip was
all she could swallow. Still, as it slid down, she felt --ils warnth
easing the tension in her body.

"Now, what's been happeni ng here today?" So she told him including a
summary of Kelly's activities on Earth, DeVeer's assistance, and
Kl onski's admi ssi ons.

"Knew that feller was involved in all this. Shoulda known he'd be put
to better use than changing freeze marks. Hnmm  And Todd saw t he
shuttle blasting off and it didn't register at the Launch Center?"

Ki achi f frowned deeply. "That do sort of point to the fact that Doona's
security satellites nmight have felt the touch of Klonski's little
talented digits.

Pat frowned in the act of sipping the mlada. "Linc Newy-whom we've no
reason to distrustthought maybe the shuttle up-and-overed. He prom sed
to keep a close watch on all the orbital nonitors.

"Huh! If one's been tanpered with, they all have.

That your men comi ng back now?" he asked. Ears sharp enough to hear air
escapi ng froma pinhol e caught the thud of horses' hooves and wagon

wheel s. Two wagons, he thought.

Pat hurried to throw open the door.

"Alll" Ken swung his | eg over the pormel and, throwing his reins to
Robin with an adnonition to rub Sockertwo down well, charged up the
steps to greet the spacefarer. "G ad to see you. GCot sone questions

. "Cot some answers, but not necessary to your questions. Hi there,
ropy,' Al added, shaking Todd's hand as he joined his father on the
por ch.

"Need a drink? Made your wife join ne in a glass and you both | ook |ike
you need a swig er two to set you right before we start jaw ng." Ken and
Todd instantly saw the nerits of that suggestion

They'd had a bad tinme in that hidden corral. Vic Solinari and Ben Adj ei
had sl edded over to verify their findings. Vic had taken bl ood and
tissue sanples fromthe little | eopard Apple - he was positive it had
been foal ed by his spotted mare and Ben had done the same with the other
t wo.

One bore so many of his sire's physical traits that it was easy to
identify it as having cone fromthe Hrel Ranch. The other, a chestnut
filly, had no distinguishing marks to give clues to her origin. Ben
Adj ei would freeze all three carcasses in case they were needed as

evi dence. They had nade the npbst careful sweep, section by section, to
find any nore clues. The only one they did find was a hal f-enpty sack
of ssersa seed, which proved that the rustlers nust have been
responsi ble for the proliferation of that weed on previously cleared
past ur el ands.

Hal fway through their recital, Pat slipped fromthe kitchen, having been
di stressed enough by the details to feel that preparing food was a
better occupation for her



Wth a tray full of steaming bows of stew and bread rolls as well as a
fresh bottle of mada, she returned in tine to hear why Al Kiachif had
sought them out.

"I"ve found ne a new occupation,' All began, sipping at a freshly filled
glass. "You might say |I've taken to reading the future, if you know
what | nean,' and he winked at Robin and I nessa, who had joined those in
the Iiving roomonce their evening stable chores had been conpleted. Lon
had come in, too. "If |I was to say, for exanple, that someone in the
docks on Earth is going to open a container in four days, and make an
official note that he found inside it a honel ess beacon drone calling
Mayday, woul d you believe nme?" Todd and Robin let out a wild, joyous war
cry.

Ken pounded the old nmerchant on the back. "How did you discover that,
you old pirate?"

"Never mind,' Kiachif said, nuch gratified by the reaction to his news.
He tapped his lips. "I have ny sources, if you understand ne. But |'l
say that the probe's code nunber will be ARB-546-08, and see if it
isn't.

"I"d better let Poldep know,' Ken said, starting toward the computer
Hastily Kiachif put a hand on his arm "Easy on the retros, mate.

It'Il be reported to them by the appropriate authorities. It night seem
as if you know sonething about it as you shouldn't, if you know what |
mean. Just concentrate on what's near, dear, and here, and everything
will work out all right. They'll soon have proof that these boys passed
through into Hrilnorr space for good and sound reasons."” He w nked

sol emmly and took another long pull on his drink. "

"Sides, Patricia' s been telling me a thing or two that falls pleasantly
upon the ears. It's all com ng together, if you get what | nean, al
com ng neatly together."

"Finding that shuttle beacon'|l| really clear us, Dad,' Todd said, his
whol e being revitalized. "How wll we ever thank you for locating it,
Captai n Ki achi f?"

"Well, laddie, there's such things as hidden profits. | get what you
need, you keep this planet viable, and | cart off the excess and sel
it. You plant it, | transplant it. Neither of us |oses that way!

Better get going. Can't trust those gangers of nmnine
M ght get randy drunker somet hing.

A few days later, Hrruvula notified themthat information about the
nanel ess beacon had been received by Pol dep and passed on to the Treaty
Council. An audience with the Council was arranged i nmedi ately to pl ead
for their rel ease.

Rogi tel appeared, representing Spacedep, foll owed by Varnorian of Codep
who thudded heavily into a chair and gazed wi thout nmuch interest at the
ceiling. Sanpson DeVeer, having tendered an official copy of the
supercargo's report, represented the Pol dep arm of interplanetary
government. Ken and Hrrestan slipped in when the boys' attorney was
admtted. They ignored indignant, outraged, and pointed glances in



their direction; Hrrestan patiently, Ken stubbornly.

Al t hough DeVeer al so handed copies to each of the individua
Councillors, they seened to read as if spelling out each syllable in
whi chever | anguage the docunent had been rendered.

Hrruvula finally cleared his throat several tines and gai ned the
Controller's signal to proceed.

"As you have all had tine to read and absorb the significance of the
docunent so kindly brought by |Inspector DeVeer, it is apparent, honored
ones, that ny clients have told the truth fromthe very begi nning."
Hrruvul a noted the glowers fromRogitel and Varnorian. "I amcertain we
are all relieved that two such fine young nen have been cleared."

"On this one point,' the Treaty Controller snapped out, "not on the
other crinmes of which they still stand accused. They nust be adjudged
guilty or innocent on all." The Treaty Controller was adamant in his
particularity. "Mre than jut a sinple matter of truth or fal sehood is
i nvol ved here. It pivots on the trust of one race for another in al
matters concerning Rrala."

"I's that just rhetoric,' Ken asked Hrrestan in an undertone, "or is he
i ssuing a chal |l enge?"

"It would seemso,' the village elder said. "Hrruvula tells nme that he
has heard of a resolution passed in the Hrruban Council of Speakers that
will require it to withhold approval of the Treaty if our sons are
proved guilty of the charges laid against them" Ken felt as if the
floor had dropped out fromunder him "That's ridiculous!" he

excl aimed, his voice rising. He hastily recall ed where he was.

"Hol ding up the Treaty for a pack of trunped-up allegations? what
happened to "innocent before being proved guilty"?"

"Silence, please!' Treaty Controller banged on the table with his gavel.

Ken gl anced up and received the chairman's full glare. He forced
hinsel f to subside and sit quietly beside Hrestan. Hrruvula resuned
speaki ng.

"I'f one accusation has been proved spurious, honored Council nenbers,"
the attorney said, bowi ng gracefully so that his long red robes swayed,
"and the characters of the two young nmen nmust speak for them sonewhat

"Granted,' Councillor Dupuis spoke up fromher end of the dais.

Councillor Mrorra nodded her agreenent, too.

Does that not cast significant doubt on the other incidents?" The
Hrruban paused, hands extended to the board, appealingly.

"One piece of proof doesn't negate the other charges ipso facto,"
Rogitel said with dry contenpt.

H s grasp of the formal court |anguage was by no neans as conplete or
subtly shaded as Hrruvula's, but his diction was exact. "They will have
to prove their innocence on each and every count and | doubt that lies
within their abilities. There is still massive evidence on the charge



of illegal purchase and smuggling of controlled artifacts.

The Treaty Controller polled his Council, and the result, to Ken's
dismay, was a majority requiring a total acquittal. "The Counci
agrees. Inn cence nust be proved in regards to each of the remaining
charges."

"Then |l et them prove their innocence together,Hruvula said in a rich
rolling purr. "Keeping them apart was perhaps an acceptabl e renmedy when
their probity was issue. It no longer is. Therefore, | feel that the
separation of these two friends of the heart perpetrates an unnecessary
cruelty. They both nust be proved innocent so |let themboth work to
prove it. That is not an unreasonable,' and Hruvula's cultivated voice
rolled out the word syllable by syllable, and rolled out the next word,
"request to nake." Hi s voice rose slightly, not quite a question, but
certainly subtly insinuating that it was too petty a contingency to be
denied. Now he nmade deliberate eye contact with the Treaty Controller
"There is nmuch at stake as you, honored Controller, know.

The Controll er seemed somewhat taken aback that anyone el se knew about
t he Speakers' decision, and he stared at the tall and el egant attorney.

"We can't release them from house arrest, Rogitel protested vehenently.
"If they are allowed | oose, who can tell what they'll do next. Spacedep
does not recommend giving that pair the freedom of the planet."

"Honored Council nenbers, may | speak?" Sanpson DeVeer rose inpressively

to his feet and gazed down upon Rogitel. "Poldep disagrees with
Spacedep. | agree with honored counsel that to be fair the house arrest
shoul d indeed be lifted. | have only so nany hands and eyes at ny
disposal. | would be grateful for the additional help, which | assure
Spacedep | will direct nost carefully." DeVeer bowed toward Rogitel, who
sat staring up at himin barely conceal ed consternation. Ken could

al nrost hear the wheels twirling in that machinelike brain of his. "They
will be released, as it were, into ny cognizance. | wll know where

they are at all tines.

Ken and Hrrestan coul d have cheered for DeVeer when he sat down, but
t hat woul d have annoyed the already tried Treaty Controller further

"I cannot condone their release for any reason whatsoever,' Rogitel said
flatly.

"Nor |,' said Varnorian, after being pointedly nudged by his conpanion

"But you do not have to. You have no actual authority in these cases,'
DeVeer said gently.

"Though you are frequently asked for advice, all m sdenmeanors and
certainly grand arceny fall within Poldep jurisdiction. In ny opinion
Codep and Spacedep are grossly overstepping their authority by
attenpting to investigate crinmes or act as a judicial body where one is

suspected."” He raised his voice. "I held nmy tongue before this, but in
light of proof represented by the beacon and other data | have recently
been shown, | urgently request the Treaty Council to rel ease Todd Reeve

and Hrriss, son of Hrestan, froma honme arrest which | understand
neither has violated in any particular. Rather this body should appl aud
their humanity in answering a Mayday signal, knowing that it was an
infraction of the Treaty they have both uphel d and pronoted. "



"He shoul d have been a barrister,' Hrruvula nurmured in an aside to Ken.
"what a presence!" The Treaty Controller found himsel f outnunbered by
his own Council, who were overwhelmngly in favor of DeVeer's proposal

"W have spent enough of our valuable tinme on this case,' an elderly
H ruban menber argued

Treaty Controller had al ways suspected that Second Speaker Hrrto had
seen to his nomnation to the Council. "Qur tine is limted. W should
turn our attention to the matters which truly concern us and | suggest
respectfully that we have the chanber cleared so that we may proceed

Treaty Controller had no choice but to agree. He referred to the
printed agenda on the table before him "Very well. The Council will
reconsider this matter four weeks fromtoday. The allegations agai nst

t he def endants and the proof for and against their guilt will be

di scussed before the final vote on Treaty Renewal. So noved." He banged
the small hanmmer.

"Seconded,' Madam Dupuis trunpeted. The gavel fell again. "You are
excused, gentles." Ken al nost danced out of the austere chanber and he
could see the violent switchings of Hrestan's tail as he wal ked besi de
him Wen the doors had cl osed behind Hiruvula, Ken and Hrrestan could
no | onger contain their roars of triunph and were shushed by Hrruvul a as
well as the bailiff.

Ken's stride quickened to a jog, and he flat-handed open one side of the
heavy door of the Treaty Building, Hrrestan doing the sane to his |eaf,
until they were out in the open and able to cheer as loudly as they
chose. Hayuman and Hrruban made for the transport grid Hrrestan
telling the startled operator to send themto the Friendship Bridge.

Once there, Ken |l ooked at his old friend, his eyes dancing.

"Shall we see which of us gets to his son first?" Hriss's swifter feet
made the reunion just barely on the Human side of the Friendship Bridge.
He and Todd sl ammed into each other's arnms, pounding each other on the
back and talking at the sane time. Hrriss felt sonmething slapping him
in the |egs.

After a startled downward gl ance, he started to how with |laughter unti
his tear ducts overfl owed.

"So, my Zodd, while we have been apart, you have grown a new tail,' he
sai d, when he could catch his breath between snorts of |aughter

"What better way to celebrate our reuniting, Todd replied, grinning
until his jaw ached but not far fromtears of joy hinself.

"It proved a talisman once before and | felt we needed all the luck we
could cobble up." Wth the practice of nmany chil dhood years, Todd
reached for the Iength of rope, carefully frayed at the end to resenble
the tufted tip of the Hrruban caudal appendage. Then with a decisive
gesture, he hauled it loose fromhis belt. "I couldn't mss a real tai
nmore than | have m ssed you, friend of ny heart.”

"I have m ssed you, too,' Hrriss said, giving Todd a rib-crushing hug.
"Half of ny life was severed fromny heart, nmy mnd, ny soul

Twenty-four years we have been friends, and these |ast weeks have seened
far | onger than those we have enjoyed together."



"We don't do as well apart as we do together, Todd said with a rueful
grin. One arm about Hriss's shoulders and he felt twice the man who'd
sl unped about the house and ranch, unable to concentrate, |ike a nachine
idling. - "whoa there!'" And his hand dug into Hriss's forearmto stop
hi m

Surprised, Hriss stopped and regarded the sparkling in Todd' s bl ue eyes
and noticed the wicked grin shaping his hairless |ips.

"what thought has occurred to ny friend now that his brain is engaged
agai n?" Todd sl apped a hand to his forehead. "I haven't been thinking.
And it only just dawned on "He turned, gripping Hriss by both

shoul ders. "Okay, so they know we weren't |ying about the Mayday: they
found the bl oody beacon, but there's other incontrovertible evidence
that the Al bie couldn't have made all those stops, and not one of us,
not even Captain Al, thought of it." Hriss racked his brain, shaking
his head. "I do not know what you nmean. Spare ne nore suspense, z(OQdd."
"The engines of the Albie - - and us!" Todd's grin got broader and his
eyes were so bright that Hrriss thought they would pop fromhis head. He
fanned his fingers at his friend. "C non, c'non.

what effect would all that warp-junp travel have on an engi ne?

what effect would so many warp junps have on the crew of a ship maki ng
then?" Hrriss's jaw dropped to his chest and his tail began to |ash.

"OfF course! Proof that we weren't where that tape said we were has
al ways been in front of our faces.

"In our faces, if you please. That sort of travel would have left us
trenbling wecks. How many junps were we supposed to have nade?

N ne?

W're pretty fit guys, but we'd' ve been dragging for days after so many
transfers. And the engi nes?

They' d' ve been dry as ol d snakeskins and badly in need of realignment.
VWwwee! " Todd ripped off a wild yell that echoed across the village
green.

"Cnmon. Race you to Hu's. Hi s is the nearest console and we want him
to hear this, too." Since their nmeeting on the bridge had been nore on
t he Hayurman side than the Hrruban, their few steps brought themto the
Hayuman | ands.

"Rrrace me?" Hrriss demanded. "W rrrace but together, zQdd.

Together!" Hrriss was so full of joy he could have run to Hrruba and
back wi thout benefit of the grid, but now he lifted his thighs to push
of f, Todd beside him the friends heading toward the | ow bungal ow t hat
housed Hu Shih and his wife, Phyllis.

She saw the pair thundering down the path toward her house and call ed
over her shoul der at Hu.

"Todd and Hrriss are com ng at a stanpede. pace, Hu. Ch, dear, you don't
t hi nk any nore has happened, do you?" Her husband, his age show ng only
in his slower nmovenents, patted her hand as he peered out the wi ndow.



"Somet hi ng good, to judge by the elation on their faces.” And Hu felt
the better for seeing that as well as seeing themtogether again.

That had been such a miserable thing to do to those boys. Young nen, he
corrected hinself.

"Ms. Shih, good norning. Good norning, sir,' Todd said, his bows as
jerky as his breath fromrunning. "Please, sir, can we use your
comunit? We urgently need to contact Captain Kiachif." Hriss had said
not hi ng but he was bowi ng and grinning his jaw off its hinges and Hu

st epped aside, gesturing toward the al cove which constituted his hone
of fice and held the comuni cati ons equi pnent.

"You'd better hear this, too, sir. Don't know why we didn't think of it
sooner than this.

"You boys have al ways operated as a team' Phyllis said, her indignant
expressi on showi ng her poor opinion of the separation

Todd rai sed Captain Kiachifs ship only to be infornmed that the captain
was asl eep.

"Look, Todd Reeve here. Hrriss and | have to speak to him | know he's
probably hung over. Put a cup of jnalak in his hand and ask himto
pl ease come speak to ne. It's urgent or you' d better believe | wouldn't

bot her Captain Al so early.

Todd flung a grin over his shoulder, for it was close to m dday.
Hrriss chuckl ed, and even Hu smil ed.

"That man!" Phyllis nuttered, for she had never understood how anyone
could consunme so nmuch hard spirits and be allowed to command a ship,

nmuch | ess a whole fleet of them

"This better be good, young feller nme lad,' canme a grow that was barely
recogni zabl e as a voice

"Drink the rmal ak, Captain All, while you listen, Todd said. He

expl ained his theory in crisp sentences and was rewarded by a string of
cur ses.

"Plain as the nose on ny face, which has al ways been very plain to see,’
Kiachif replied, his voice rougher with chagrin than with
overi ndul gence.

"Look, laddie, this is something we don't |eave to just one engi neer
And that ship of yours is under Martinson's seal, isn't it?

So we gotta have an order to see the condition of those engines.
They ain't been touched, have they? No, good! Ha! Better "n' better

Them s as they were left but how d'you prove you and Hrriss weren't
space-shattered?"

"And start organi zing the Snake Hunt the very next norning?"

"Everyone saw you then?"



"Hrriss and | had day-1ong conferences and there'd be tapes on the whole
day . that day and the next thirteen!"

"Ha! Best way to wake up of a norning, |addie.

Good news sure sets a man up, if you know what | mean. 1'll just get
the DeVeer feller. He seens to know beans from bran and brawn.

Leave it with nme, laddie."

"OfF course, of course, of course,’ Hu nuttered to hinself, past chagrin
that he hadn't thought of that factor: that no one, trying to clear the
boys these past weeks, had thought of it.

"Don't fret, M. Shih,' Todd said, grinning, "Hriss and | just thought
of it ourselves! You' d have to make a lot of warp junps to know what it
does to your circadian rhythns. . . or be an engi neer to know what
that kind of punishment does to your engi nes?"

"Or the skin of the ship,' Hriss added. "The Al batrrrossss is
remarkably unpitted and bright."

"Thanks for the use of the com sir. W'd best be going.

CGot a lot nore to sort out today."
"Have sone . " Phyllis's offer of lunch trailed off as the two
young nen were out the door, |leaping off the top of the steps and maki ng
for the village corral

Spare horses were always avail abl e for energency use.
Hu took a deep breath. "I feel better than | have since

"Since Todd Reeve cane out of the nmist |eading the First Speaker?" his
wi fe teased.

He nodded, his smile nostalgic.

Todd and Hrriss didn't bother with saddles. They used bridles only
because they didn't recogni ze any of the horses standing hi pshot in the
bri ght noonday sun. They set off at the easy ground-covering | ope nobst
Doonan- bred horses were trained to use, kind to both horse and rider

Pat and Inessa canme out onto the porch the nonent they heard the horses.
Ken, Robin, and Lon jogged up fromthe barn, warned by shrieks of
wel cone fromthe two fenales.

"Ch, it's so good to see you, Hrriss,' Pat said, pulling his head down
to rub his nuzzle affectionately, squeezing his hand, for he was too
massi ve now for her to enbrace.

I nessa bounced about, clapping her hands and hooting like a hunting
urfa, a habit her nother deplored, but this day was too special for
repri mands.

Pat was babbling about the feast they nust have to celebrate the
reuni on, that Mrva and Hrestan were com ng, and "Kelly and Nrrna,
I nessa said, "and half the Solinaris and nost of the Adjeis, and Hrrul a



because that filly they killed was his." The nen arrived and t hey
wel conmed Hrriss with nuch back-thunpi ng and handshaki ng, whil e Ken went
so far as to rub cheeks with the young Hrruban

"You' ve had no lunch!" Pat decl ared, suddenly noticing their hot faces,
the sweat on Todd's and the dust on Hrriss's. "Get washed up this
i nstant .

| nessa, conme with ne.

"Dad, got sone real good news for you,' Todd said, interrupting the
general tumult and launching into what he had asked Captain Kiachif to
do.

Ken stared, as drop-jawed as a Hrruban, as he assinilated the
i nformation. Then he swung about, banging his fist against the nearest
wal | in selfabnegation.

"Way didn't one of us think of that aspect?"

"Cal m down, Dad,' Todd said, grabbing his father's fist. "You haven't
war p-j unped half as much as Hrriss and nme, and you haven't |ogged in
enough spacetinme to know how it disorients you.

You know we didn't conme into your office that day shagged.

Ken shook his head fromside to side, still blam ng hinself for not
seeing so plain a verification that they could not have been pl ucking
items fromso many different systens during that controversial Hrrethan
flight.

Todd gave his father a clout with his fist. "Stop it, Dad, no tinme for
recrimnations now. |If Captain Al gets an independent, and

wel | -wi t nessed, overhaul of the Al bie's engines, and we get statenents
from everyone who saw us working all hours of the day to organize the

Hunt, that still only proves we couldn't have nade those side trips.

It doesn't prove who did. And that. . ." Todd glanced at Hrriss as he
began spacing his words in an inplacwe. . . have able one, "is

what to. . . find. . . out!"

"You're right about that, son,' Ken said. "Fromthe way the Treaty

Control l er was handling the hearing, not to mention the srmug | ook on
Rogitel's face and that sycophant Varnorian, proof that you didn't
snmuggl e is not as inmportant as docunentation of who did."

"Right. Then let's figure out how to go about getting the proof." Todd
pull ed his father to the dining roomtable at which so many happi er
conf erences had been held, snagged a chair back, and guided his father
to sit. He and Hrriss sat down in the sanme instant beside each other
while a grinning Lon Adjei and Robin joined them

"By any chance do we have bol os of those itens we're supposed to have
stol en?" Todd asked.

"Hrruvul a shoul d have been given copies of all the evidence against
you,"' Ken said.

"Rrrobinn," Hriss said, "please brrring us the star maps and the



handoonmp. W must cal cul ate prrrecisssely.”

"Kelly's good at that,' Robin said. "And she'd want to help." He didn't
glance in his brother's direction but there was a twinkle in his eye.

"Both Kelly and Nrrna will be here shortly,' Pat said, bustling in with
platters piled with sandw ches.

"W owe those girls a lot," Todd said, reaching for a sandw ch.

The appetite which had deserted himduring his separation fromHrriss
had returned, doubl ed.

"Well, don't tell ne," his nmother said archly.

"Tell theml" Astoni shed at her tone, Todd watched her | eave the room
Then shook hi nsel f.

"We've also got to find out who could have possibly assenbl ed such a
variety of items, how nmuch they'd cost on the black market-I figure
Kiachi f m ght know' "And | will inquirre of Hrruban sssourrrccs for
t hose which cane fromourrr interdicted pl anets. " Hrriss was
maki ng notes, too.

"Any word from Linc Newy about |aunches?" Todd asked, renenbering
anot her detail.

Ken shook his head. "But all the ranchers are | ooking for burnfls and
other illicit corrals. Those hides aren't as inportant.

"Ch, yes, they are, Dad,' Todd replied. "Every single elenent has to be
sifted, sorted, and sewed up.

"Coul d Kiachifisms be contagi ous?" Robin asked, his face screwed up in a
grin.

Rogitel did not nove fromhis seat when Reeve and his feline friends
left the Council chanmber so noisily. The bailiff closed the door and
returned to his post. Once order had been restored, Poldep Oficer
DeVeer took up where he had left off, deferring to the Spacedep

of ficial.

"I f Spacedep has any further objections, | hope it will inform Poldep,’
DeVeer suggested politely.

"We woul d be happy to cooperate in any interdepartnental inquiries.
Rogitel was already considering the ranifications of the Pol dep
official's words. He wondered what ot her data Reeve had uncovered that
caused Pol dep to intervene on their behalf. There might be a leak in

Spacedep's own offices. [Internal security checks nust be pronptly
initiated. "None at this time. Spacedep is grateful for Poldep's
interest.”

"Then, honored Council nenbers, and gentlenen, | nust take ny |eave.

There is nmuch to do in the next four weeks." DeVeer left the chanber. It
seened | arger without himthere. Rogitel felt |ess pressured. Beside
him Varnorian had fallen asleep

"I would not wish it to be understood that the department is unwilling
to cooperate,' the Spacedep subchief said, addressing the board.



"Admiral Landreau will be happy to assist in any way he can to fulfill
all our wishes." He net the Treaty Controller's eye, and the Hrruban
nodded al nost inperceptibly. Landreau was correct. The Controller was
willing to forma dtente to prevent the renewal of the Treaty of Doona.
Little did Treaty Controller realize that his actions would displace his
fellow animals and | eave the entire planet in the possession of its
rightful owners, the Human race.

"I am convinced that we both want the same thing,' the Controller said.
He will help me, the Treaty Controller thought. And then he and his
bareskin cohorts will be expelled, |eaving only H rubans here on Rral a
The unnatural colony woul d be di sbhanded. He and Rogitel smiled at each
ot her compani onably over the conference table.

CHAPTER 8

CAPTAI N HORSTMANN FOUND DEVEER and whi sked hi moff to Portnaster
Martinson's office, where that official was in a state of dithering
shock. For one thing, he had every spacefaring captain and every chi ef
engi neer of the many ships on landing pads in his facility crowding his
of fice and the adjacent hall.

"Make way! | got "im' Horstmann bawl ed, and bellies were sucked in,
toes splayed, to allow the passage of two nore |arge men. " Speci al
del i very!

Li ve cargo!"

"Now, will you tell ne what this is all about?" DeVeer demanded, for he
was unused to bei ng manhandl ed w t hout explanation, and his tenper,
exacerbated by the hearing, was becom ng shorter with every passing
second.

"They say . the engines will show wear and tear,' Martinson said,

gul ping in anxi ety and wavi ng his hands about. "But | can't let themin
unl ess | have proper authorization. They absolutely refused to let ne
cont act Spacedep or Codep . " He flinched as bass and baritone
runbl es reinforced that prohibition. "lInspector DeVeer, | can accept
your authorization to unseal the Al batross?" It was nore entreaty than

query.

"It's like this, Inspector,' and a swarthy, hooknosed wiry man with a
stubbl ed chin, bleary-eyed, stepped forward. He wasn't a |arge man, but
he exuded an air of authority that DeVeer related to i nmedi ately,
accepting himas spokesnman for this crowd. "Ya see, Todd and Hrriss are
supposed to have nade these nine warp junps in the Albie on their way
back fromthat Hrrethan do. They say they didn't. The engines in a
ship that has been tightly seal ed since that Spacedep chair pil ot
charged "emwith all that piracy will showto this inpartial'-and a | ong
stai ned hand waved at the crowd silently listening- "jury of experts
just how rmuch wear and tear those engines took since their |ast
service." He hauled flinsies which DeVeer recogni zed as mnai nt enance
records. "W got these from Martinson here and the Hrrethan Space

Aut hority, dated, sealed, and all legal-like, as proof of the nost

recent service checks the aforenmentioned Al batross had. You sign the
aut hori zati on.

W all take a look, wite up official reports, and |I'd bet you credits
to cookies, we'll all discover- not to our amazenent but what we all
know wi t hout having to check-that those engines' || prove those boys



didn't take no nine warp junps in that vessel like they' re accused of
doi ng. whaddaya say?" DeVeer had had to concentrate to foll ow the

rapi d-fire explanation in a hot cranped space. It took hima nonent to
absorb the points.

"It will not prove who did, 0" course,' the captain went on before
DeVeer could respond, "but those engines will prove those boys didn't!

Hear you got word the Mayday beacon turned up, if you know what | mnean?"
The captain winked. "By the way, I'm Al Kiachif, skipper of the Wite
Li ghtning,' and he offered DeVeer his hand.

Absently DeVeer accepted and the slender fingers were as strong as his
own though the hand was hal f the size of his.

"I believe that could prove a profitable investigation, Captain

Ki achi f." DeVeer turned to Martinson, who was w ping the sweat fromhis
face, |ooking haggard and harassed. "Can you supply me with the proper
documents, M. Martinson?"

"Al'l made out, ready for your John-Cock on the dotted line,' Kiachif
sai d, wi ping out a second sheaf of official-issue flinmsy and spreadi ng
it out on the one clear portion of Martinson's desk.

Witing inplements were offered by eight or nine different obliging
hands. DeVeer, for once feeling conpletely overwhel med, tw tched the
nearest one free and poised it over the quintuplicate form He was far
too experienced an executive to sign what he had not scanned, but he was
a speed-reader. The form had been filled in properly,- and when he
actually started to sign, a deafening cheer resounded fromoffice and
corridor"You must of course be present during the unsealing and the

i nvestigation, Inspector,' Kiachif said, seizing the formand separating
its sheets, crunbling the first one, which he fired at Martinson

shovi ng a second into DeVeer's hand, and, waving the rest over his head,
pushed his way ou of the office while the cheers still echoed. Realizin
t hat DeVeer was not on his heels, he paused an beckoned urgently for him
to foll ow

Several hours later, the truth of Captain Kiachif: allegation was proved
beyond question. In al particulars, the engines were in excellent
runni nl

order, no wear, tear, or abuse visible: rather n nore than was consonant
with a journey to an fromHrretha, and this was verified not only by th(
Hrret han Space Aut hority maintenance check hu by nine fully qualified
war p-drive engineers anc nine fully qualified space captains of

i npeccablc integrity. |In order to prove their qualifications anc

al | egati ons, DeVeer |earned nore about the workings of warp-drive

engi nes, fuel capacities, gauges the pitting of ship skins fromforced
warp junps and the condition of |ubricants, greases, flux |levels and
rocket tube encrustations than he would evei again need. He fully
appreci ated why Martinso had | ooked so fraught: he felt rather wung out
hi ni seff.

"Ah, Inspector, | see you are in need of sustenance,' Kiachif said,
fol ding away the sheaf 0 fornal declarations from captains and
engi neers.

"Lads, we can't let this fine gentleman suffer a nmoment |onger." DeVeer
had no option but to acconpany the jovial group to the pub. He also had



no menory o how he got back to the accomvpdati ons he had been assi gned
on the Treaty Island. Sonme thoughtful soul - possibly Al Kiachif- had
left a small vial and a brief note where he could not fail to see it the
monent his eyes could focus. "Drink this!" the note said. He did and
rather nore quickly than he thought possible, his condition inproved.

O hers had cel ebrated during that evening of which DeVeer had few lucid
menories. For inmediately upon finishing the scrupul ous inspection of
the Al batross, Al Kiachif had inforned the Reeve fanily.

"Don't fret too much about the smuggling charge either,' Kiachif said.
"CGot friends working on that, too, if you know what | nean.

It'll take a bit nore tinme "cause we've nore to check."”

"Al'l, you nust be calling in favors by the container |oad,' Ken said,
i mensely grateful .

"Gve alittle, take a lot's been ny nmotto for decades, Reeve.

And, like | say, we all got a |lot at stake, sane's you Doonans.

You keep on tracking down livestock. That's where your expertise |ies.
"Il keep on prodding, poking, and producing where mne'll do us good.
Have a drink on ne, you hear me?" Kiachif hadn't waited for an answer
and Ken was staring at a crackling handset.

As everyone had heard Kiachif's ininmtable voice on the radio, cheers
rose fromaround the dining table. Kelly and Nrrna executed a

triunphant dance routine before careening into a table.

"One by one, the charges are being disnmissed," Hrestan said while Mrva
nodded as if she had expected no ot her outcone.

"Down to two-identifying who purchased the artifacts and who's pl ayi ng
Todd and Hrriss offplanet,' Ken said.

"No, three,' Todd said. "W've got to find out how the security
satellites have been fixed."

"I's not Inspector DeVeer investigating that?" Hrrestan asked.

Ken and Todd both frowned, increasing the resenbl ance between them so
much that Pat, Kelly, and Inessa grinned.

"DeVeer woul d need Spacedep authority to check the satellites,' Ken
sai d, shaking his head over the inprobability of assistance fromthat
sour ce.

"Wul d he?" Hrrestan asked, stroking his chin.

"Wul d he not have authority over Martinson?"

"He nust have some, to get clearance for Al to check the Al batross
engi nes,' Ken replied, but he wasn't all that certain that DeVeer m ght

not press the issue.

"But Linc Newy's got a separate authority and reports only to
Spacedep. "



"The inspector wants to help us,' Kelly said. "And he practically got
Klonski to admit that he had."

"You didn't nention that,' Todd said bluntly.

"Well,' and she shook her spread hand to indicate uncertainty, "Klonsk
is known to have done that sort of security tinkering-Ilnspector DeVeer
est abl i shed that-So why el se was Spacedep paying him and putting himin
their restricted "special services', category?"

"We still need nore documented evidence of who's behind what we may now
call a well-planned and | ong-standi ng conspiracy,' Ken said, addressing
everyone but | ooking at Hrrestan

"I think they overdid the evidence bit,' Pat said.

"They m ght have made one charge stick but so many?"

"Ah, but that is where they have been clever, not stupid, Pat." Hrrestan
said. "They have created a variety of charges, none of which can be

i gnored by one or the other of those departnents of yourrs and ourrs
that are involved. Rrala is to be torn apart by debates on which

al l egations are true and which m ght be specious. The fact that woul d,
| fear, beconme lost in the norasss of true, half true, and false, is
that our sons never conmtted any of the crines of which they stand
char ged.

But by the time they can be cleared of all counts, any hope of renew ng
the Treaty would be lost and the colony forced to decanp.” Nrrna
shuddered and drew closer to Hrriss.

"But L'm positive Landreau is behind all of this,' Ken said.

"He's hated ne and Todd since the first tine you all di sappeared and
left us looking like firsiclass liars." Firrestan and Mrva bowed their
heads. "W had no choice."

"Ch, | know that, Hrrestan,' Ken said, dismssing any inplication of
blame. "But it was Todd who kept us here because Hirubans woul d not
| eave a small child in a dangerous forest.

And it was Todd who brought First Speaker here, and Al Landreau has
never forgiven himor me for that humliation." Kelly and Hrriss grinned
during Todd' s obvious disconfort at that summary, but Nrrna was curious,
not knowi ng all the historic details fromthat period.

Hrrestan sighed. "If only Third Speaker's associate were not Treaty
Controller this period .

"Anot her piece of deft planning on Landreau's part. | gotta give him
credit for that,' Ken said with a hint of grudging adm ration

"Trrrue, for with another Hrruban as Controller, we would be able to lay
before First Speaker the framework of this conspiracy . "

"Wul d First Speaker not be aware of that already, Hrrestan?" Mrva
asked, her hand lightly on her mate's thigh. "W know the pressures
that are being exerted in the Speakers Council."



"This time,' Hrrestan said, "there is no child with a tail of rope to
capture the hearts and m nds of our people and swing a vote in favor of
a Treaty of Cohabitation

"I know this mght sound silly,' Kelly began tentatively, "and forgive
me if this question offends, but it's sonething that has never been
addressed in Alreldep either: if the Treaty breaks down, which of us
gets to stay on Doona? O do we both |eave, |ock, stock, and bl ock?"
She tried to nake a joke of it.

When everyone stared at her, she began to flush and ended up with her
head down.

"No, no, Kelly,' Todd said, "that's a very good question indeed.
In fact, that nmight actually be the crux of the matter
Kel |y | ooked up, eyes shining and face alight with his genui ne approval .

"Indeed, Kelly, that is a question which has not been asked,' Hrrestan
said, "and one we shoul d have considered | ong before now.

Have we all been | ooking at the forest w thout seeing the trees?" He

| eaned forward, elbows on his knees, his eyes slitting with the
intensity of his thought. "You and I, Ken, |ike our sons, w sh the
Rral an Experinment to succeed. W both know in our mnds that there are
Hr r ubans and Hayumans who do not wi sh that.

If the Treaty is not renewed, each sees this planet as a prize for the
taking. As you once confided in ne, Ken, twenty-four years ago on a
hilltop, Haytimans get greedy. Well, so do Hrrubans.

There is indeed much nore at stake than just this planet and which
species gains control of it." Hrrestan paused, unwilling to follow that
line of discussion to its obvious conclusion

"An -interspecies war?" Todd excl ai med, horrified.

Nrrna gave a frightened yip and clung to Hrriss's arm Kelly and Pat
Reeve turned pale.

"I could go back to Alreldep,' Kelly said earnestly. "I may be only a
junior but if | could present any proof whatsoever that this is what's
goi ng down on Doona . " Kelly's voice failed her as the
permut ati ons of a struggle between Hayumans and Hrrubans sank in. "Onh,
nol W can't let that happen!" she said in a whisper

Todd jumped to his feet, glaring about him "You just bet we won't' Hi s
words rang in the frightened silence.

"By all that's holy, we won't,' Ken added, rising fromhis chair.

"W will not!" Hrrestan and Hrriss spoke at the sane nmonent, springing
to their feet.

"Rral ans forever!" Kelly shouted in Mddl e Hruban, junping up and down,
fists cl enched.

Todd grinned at her, proud of her for using that |anguage, and nore
noved than he could say by her offer to help, by returning to Earth and



the Alrel dep job he knew she nust hate. But, then, she was as
Doonan-no, Rral an-as he.

"Al'l right, now then, folks,' Ken said, rubbing his hands together as he
woul d before taking on any difficult task. "W've got nmore to do than
we thought. But we've got help. | don't think we'd better |et

toni ght's concl usi ons | oose on the planet.

There's enough panic and crazy-m nded speculation as it is, with
rustling and fal se accusati ons and suchli ke just before Treaty Renewal .

So, while we're knocking down the accusations agai nst the boys, we'll
see if we can also find any clues that m ght show us that the scope of
t he conspiracy goes beyond Landreau and-' He | ooked at Hrrestan

"And Third Speaker,' the Hrruban added for him

"Too bad we can't use their techni ques against them' Kelly said, "and
start finding the tadpoles in their ponds. Get that Treaty Controller

i npeached or sonet hi ng.

"Ch!" Nrrna's little cry of surprise focused attention on her

"Yes, Nrrna?" Hrriss pronpted, and that was when Todd really began to
noti ce how tender his friend was toward the pretty fenmal e and how often

she seenmed to rely on himfor reassurance.

"The Treaty Controller,' and she bowed her head slightly, keeping her
eyes averted fromKelly's sudden grin of conprehension, "received

delivery of a docunent box the day Kelly returned. It nust have been
very inmportant for himnot to send an assistant or secretary." Kelly
snapped her fingers. "l've got a menory like a sieve. | got a coded

conrhl i ne nmessage today from Dal key Petersham He was very cagey even
in code. He's got sonething he needs to get to ne and he doesn't trust
the conp-mail lines."

"Did he say what?" Todd asked, aware of an unusual uneasiness with a guy
conp-lining Kelly all the tine. But that was silly. They needed help
from whatever quarter it cane.

"what | got fromthe code was that, as a very junior official, he was
supposed to check over and del ete sone anci ent accounting tapes.

They were for the Spacedep slush fund. There seened to be |arge
financi al di sbursements about ten years ago fromthat fund and all of
them were paid to accounts off-Earth. He thought they m ght be useful
to ne, but he won't send it conp-line and wants to know how he can get
it tous inas they say . . . arapidirregular fashion."

"Isn't Captain Feyder back on Earth?" Todd asked.

"Been and gone, according to Kiachif,' Ken replied. "He'd done us al
the favor we can ask of himw th that Muyday beacon.”

"We could get in another medical shipnent,' Kelly said, glancing
si deways at Nrrna.

Her eyes went into slits of anxiety. "Oh, no. | was in trouble over
t he gl oves when they saw how many packets had been tranpl ed on



My superior was going to send a harsh nessage to our office on Terra.

So | told themthat | had opened the box outside, to take inventory, and
a wind had cone up and scattered them™

"The wi nd was named Kelly,' the redhead said, giggling at the menory of
the trouble she and Nrrna had had to get the staticbarged packets back
into the carton. "l even found one inside ny tunic."

"The count was off so | had to say that sone had bl own away,' Nrrna
dropped her jaw and purred her pretty |augh

"You' ve got a resourceful female here, H'riss, Kelly said. "And you
nearly wouldn't let her help."

"I shall not again be so foolish as to interfere with her good pl ans,"
he said, pulling a solem face that nmade Kelly | augh

Todd | ooked fromKelly to Hriss and Nrrna, and then at Hrrestan and
Mrva, who seened quietly pleased about the behavior of Nrrna and their
son.

"Hey, friend, did you forget to tell me sonething this norning?" Todd
asked.

"Nrrna and | plan to be lifemates,' Hrriss said, his eyes glow ng as he
gl anced down at Nrrna. "The joining is due to take place about the tine
of Treaty Renewal ." Todd dropped his jaw, so like a Hrruban that Kelly
snot hered her giggles. "Oh, really? Wll, you didn't waste any tine
while | was gne, did you?" But his eyes were glowing with pleasure and
approval . "why, you old tontat, you! Congratul ations!' He gave Hrriss
a hearty punch on the arm and took one of Nrrna's hands, lifting it to
touch his forehead in the Hruban gesture of well-w shing and
congratulation. "To think you went out and did that all by yourself,"'
he said, unable to | eave off teasing Hriss. He could see that Hrrestan
and Mrva were delighted and his parents seened to have known. He felt
alittle silly that he hadn't twi gged to it.

"We plan a celebratory feast on the occasion,' Hriss said, "and we
woul d be honored if you would stand as master of cerenonies.”

"The honor is mine,' Todd said, falling back into his chair and letting
out a hoot of relieved | aughter.

"Well, | feel lots better. | admt | wondered why Nrrna was suddenly so
much a part of the investigation. | thought she was a friend Kelly had
brought in to help her."

"OF all the . . ." Kelly junped to her feet and ran out of the room
"what got her so uptight?" Todd inquired of everyone in the room

"Kelly has been hel ping you, you nunskull,' his mother said with a weary
sigh of exasperation for her son's obtuseness. "She's the main reason
you and Hrriss have been reunited.

"I know she's been helping me,' Todd said, still perplexed.

"Then do not sit like a nmda in warmnud contenplating its toes." Hrriss
said. He rose and gave Todd a shove toward the door. "I have had the



opportunity to nake plain to her my gratitude.
It is tine that you adequately express your own.

Do it suitably in the style of Hayumans, but do it now" Half stunbling
onto the porch because Hrriss had put considerable strength into that
push, Todd corrected hinmsel f and | ooked about for Kelly.

Twilight nade if difficult to see, but he spotted Cal ypso's hide and saw
the mare noving before he realized Kelly was astride her

"Kelly! Kellllleeee! Wit a mnute!

He knew she had seen him for he saw her white face turned in his
direction, but she cantered off anyhow. Piqued, Todd took the nearest
horse fromthe tie rail, Robin's fleet racer Fargo, and started after
her .

Todd was juSt gaining on the cantering Cal ypso when Kelly realized that
she was bei ng pursued, and kicked the mare into a gallop

"Kelly! Pull up!" Todd yelled angrily.
She bent low in the saddl e and urged Cal ypso | ater.

Todd had half a mind to pull up right then and there. He hadn't neant
to insult her. Didn't she know himwell enough by now to know he |iked
her? Wy, she was as mpody as a Hrruban fenmale in estrus.

In shocked surprise, Todd al most pulled up Fargo as he suddenly
under st ood what he'd been too self-involved, first in the Hunt and then
in clearing his nane, to recognize. Hi sheart seemed to expand in a
peculiarly painful but marvelous way. . . as it had when he had
enbraced Hrriss on the bridge . . . but not quite the same way.

Stunned by the intensity of his feelings for Kelly, he clapped his heels
into Fargo's sides and sped after his girl

For Kelly was, and she had proved her love for himover and over again,
only he'd been dense as two planks not to realize that his former friend
and willing cohort had turned into a lovely girl, who could wear frilly
wi de skirts inported specially fromEarth to | ook her best at the Hunt
dance. For stupid him why she bothered with such a | unkhead he
couldn't understand, but he had to catch up with her and see if he
couldn't set matters straight between them

A girl who had ridden between his home and Hrriss's doing her best to
say to each what they weren't permtted to say to each other. And she
had even gone to the extrene of dyeing her gorgeous red hair, risked her
safety on Earth's slideways and sl eazy Aisles, bearded inspectors wth
purl oi ned docunmentation and. . . And he hadn't the sense to realize
what any Hrruban mal e woul d have known-that Kelly wanted himjust as
much as Nrrna wanted Hrriss.

Now he exercised his wits and saw the turn off the main road that woul d
give himthe junp on their head start.

He drove the bay up the hill and down, hauling himto a dead stop across
the narrow trail. Calypso was travelling at such a speed that she did a
stifflegged stop to avoid crashing into Fargo. Kelly, who'd been



| ooki ng over her shoul der, cane tunbling out of the saddle, right into
Todd's arns. He caught her before she could slide out of his grasp and
pul | ed her sideways across the | ow pomel .

"CGotcha! Fair and square,' he said, grinning because it had been a
close thing. But he hadn't been about to let Kelly go now he realized
how much she neant to him And before she could say or do anything to
put himoff his intended action, he kissed her hard.

The shock that coursed through his body at the touch of their |ips was
totally unexpected. Briefly he held her off so he could see her face,
see if she could possibly be feeling the same way he did about that

kiss. But her eyes were closed and there was an incredi bly dreany | ook
about her face. So he gathered her to himnore tenderly and found that
their second kiss was even sweeter than the first and so he didn't break
it off in any hurry at all.

Especially when he felt her arns clasping him one around his ribs and
the other pressing at the nape of his neck so he couldn't have rel eased
her even if he'd wanted to.

The feel of Kelly in his arms was sonething nagical. Mich better than
dancing with her had been, so he pressed her as close to himas he
coul d.

Until he felt Fargo-who was not up to the weight of the pair of
them buckl e a bit on the forehand.

"Robin'Il kill us if we |lanme Fargo,' she murnured. "But Calypso could
carry us both a long tine."

"I think we'll rest both horses after that nmad race,' he said, nanagi ng
to disnount with her still in his arnms. Then he clipped an arm under her
knees and carried her to the nearest clear patch of grass. "I |ove you,

Kelly Solinari. WII you forgive nme for being dunb blind stupid
i ggerant not to realize how precious you are to ne?"

"I mght, but it could take a long tine-like forever,' she replied in a
l[ilting voice

Sonetime |later, Fargo decided that he'd make his way back to his stable.
Cal ypso had better manners. She wouldn't |eave her rider and grazed
contentedly until she was needed again.

CHAPTER 9

THE NE)Cr MORNI NG THE TWD YOUNG coupl es comnposed a carefully worded
nmessage to Dal key, containing instructions on where to hide the

i nformati on he wanted to send. They posted it signed with Kelly's
key-code. Couched in the chatty phrases about their years together in
coll ege was the fact that several pallets of nedical supplies were being
transported to Doona in two days. Dalkey swiftly responded with an
ardent note, the tone of which nade Todd frown and Kelly bl ush.

"But it sounds genuine, Toddy,' Kelly said soothingly. Then she
giggled. "You're here and he's parsecs away. Don't be silly.

Besi des, he does say that he understands the instructions and | get the
i npression that he accessed nore data than he originally prom sed.” Todd
apol ogi zed for acting silly, but the truth was, they were all nervous.



Sonet hi ng coul d del ay the shiprment, or Dal key might be seen where he had
no reasonabl e explanation to be. Both Nrrna and Kelly arranged to be on
hand to receive the supplies. This time Nrrna did not wear any scent.

The grid operator flinched when he recogni zed Nrrna appearing on the
platformfromFirst Village.

He still found her attractive, though not as strongly, and especially
not when she was acconpani ed by a Hayuman fermal e. He only hoped that
the Treaty Controller was not expecting another shipnent, but a quick
gl ance at the manifest told himhe didn't need to worry about that
toni ght .

Kelly was relieved that the operator seened too busy to chat them up
She and Nrrna managed a desultory conversation while they waited, but
they were so keyed up they'd forget what the other had just said.

Kel |y kept imagining problens: what if the envel ope didn't conme or got
torn loose in the transfer? what if Dal key got caught? They needed to
have genui ne, hard docunentation. Well, maybe if Dal key didn't cone

t hrough for them they m ght have sone luck with the docunents that the
Treaty Controller had personally awaited. Anything that pleased an
associ ate of Third Speaker was likely to be bad for Doona.

when the suspense becane so great that Kelly was prepared to dive right
through the pillars and drag the shipment up fromEarth, the air

t hi ckened over the gridwork and the pallets materialized. She and Nrrna
l et out sighs of relief.

"WIl you check it now so | may clear the grid?" the operator asked.

"That's why we're here,' she said, handing a sheaf of papers from her
clipboard to Kelly and perenptorily gesturing her to go to the back of
the grid.

They' d planned this so Kelly would be screened fromthe operator and
could feel under the pallet for the envel ope. Then she thought of a
better stratagemthan blind groping.

She let her clipboard drop. "Ooops,' she said gaily, and, in attenpting
to pick it up, kicked it under the pallet. "Wuldn't you know?" she
said with cheerful self-disgust. She got down, peering under the
shipnment, trying to see Dal key's envel ope. He'd been instructed to use
a gray one which wouldn't be so readily visible to anyone casual |y

gl anci ng under the plastic pallet. She shook her wist so the small
torch would fall out of her sleeve where she'd hidden it, and played its
di m beam around, but she saw absol utely nothi ng, not even cobwebs.

"Does your friend need help rising?" the operator asked rather
irritably.

"Probably,’" Nrrna said in intimate pitch, trying tc stall. "Her bal ance
is very poor. Hayumans have weak inner ears."

"l had noticed that their ears are abnornall small,' he said, and cane
round to help Kelly to hei feet. She feigned nmonentary weakness before
she net Nrrna's eyes over the boxes and gave a shake to her head.

"Thank you, sir,' she said to the operator reaching out suddenly to grab
his arm swaying ira fashion that alarmed him "M/ bal ance is none toc



good. That had given Nrrna sufficient tinme to | ool underneath on her
side. But she shook her head too.

"I's this all we're supposed to get today?" Nrrna asked, checking over

t he nunber of boxes on her board. "I am m ssing several cartons." He
| eaned over to exam ne her list. "No, you do not have all. Those sizes
have to be broken down into two shiprments. Second ot will come through

in'-he paused to check his own schedul e-'two hours. A shipnent of ore
fromone of the mining worlds is due in next. Cone back. "Very well,'
Nuna said, nmasking her relief in a cool response, "I will acconpany this
lot to the Health Center.- WIIl you stay on the island and wait for the
rest?" she asked Kelly.

"Ch, | don't mind. I've got a fewthings | can do while | wait.
See you in the village." Kelly threw a good-1uck gesture to Nrrna.

Once the characteristic mst rose around the crates and Nrrna, whisking
themfromsight, Kelly left the reception area. As she departed, she
heard the operator's audible sigh of relief.

She'd been to the Treaty Island often enough to know t he general |ayout,
whi ch was anot her reason why she had the best chance of acconplishing
her second, and possibly nore inportant, errand. But she stopped for a
| ong noment to reread the inaugural plaque outside the main

admi ni stration buil di ng.

"This Treaty Center was constructed in the fourth year of the Col ony by
t he people of Hrruba, Earth, and DoonaiRrala in the spirit of
cooperation represented by the Treaty of lI)oona. Kelly felt a tingle of
pride and renewed determ nation that the colony world, the turning point
ii the histories of both civilizations, would no becone a future

battl eground. She knew where thi Councillors' quarters were but she
didn't want t( blunder into the Controller's rooms if he wa: present.

Fromthe | ook of so many lights in the |ov Adm nistration Building,
there m ght be late neetings that would sol ve that problem

She strode right up to the informati on desi where two Humans and a
Hrruban, wearing officia guide badges, were drinking mal ak.

"I"ve a message for the Treaty Controller,' sh( said brightly,
addressing all three.

One of the Humans peered at a list on the desk "He should still be in
the Council chanber. They'vt got an all-day session. Back the way you
cane an( around the corner to the right at the T-junction.”

" Ch!

But | was told to take it to himat hi.
personal quarters, sir." The gui de exchanged a glance with the other two
"Well, they'd be due for a break soon." He pointe( out the glass door
facing the desk. "Across th( courtyard there, and al ong the garden
wal k. Trea Controller's apartnent is the last on the right."

"Thank you so much,' Kelly said, and foll owec the directions, sw nging
her arms and striding off a if she hadn't a care in the world.



Several blocks on the left of the Adm nistrator Buil ding housed visitors
to the island, nosfl researchers there to consult the ever-increasin
Archives. To the right were the residences assigne( to nmenbers of the
Treaty Council. Each speci es Hayuman and Hrruban, sent three del egates
to the Council. O those three, one was chosen fromthe species
homewor | d, one from Doonai Rrala, and the third could be fromeither of
those or froma colony world. The seventh nmenber, the Treaty

Control ler, was nonmi nated every three years in turn fromthe Hayuman or
Hrruban side. Most frequently the Councillors were justiciars by

pr of essi on.

The seven apartnments were actually snmall detached houses abutting the
formal garden and maintained by Treaty staff. Kelly followed the rowto
the end and found the nodest home of the Treaty Controller

Swal | owi ng her nervousness, she slipped through the gate and approached
t he door, which was shaded by a stand of fringed palns. It wasn't just
the tropical sun that was meking Kelly sweat. She had no idea what
excuse she could give if the Controller should find her here.

Fol l owi ng the spirit of openness and trust fostered on Doona, nothing
was | ocked. Doors had fastenings and fences with strong |atches to keep
animal s fromwandering in or out. Irreplaceables and val uables were

| ocked up safely out of sight, but few residences on Treaty Island were
ever secured. She hoped the Treaty Controller, not known for his

accept ance of Doonan traditions, followed the |ocal custom

The door opened w t hout resistance.

"Sir?" she called out tentatively. There was no answer, and indeed, as
she stepped inside, the apartment had the silence of an uninhabited
space.

Gently she pushed the door al mbst shut. She ought to hear footsteps on
the shell-1lined wal k.

The Treaty Controller lived in style. The fine green carpet was deep
and soft, and took footprints all too easily. Her sandals nmade small er
inpressions in it than slender Hrruban feet would. Wuld the nap spring
up to erase her inward path? O would he notice? His furnishings were
| avi shly decorated and suited to Hrruban anatomy. Not a single
Hayuman-styl e chair or stool. The walls were hung with warmy col ored
Hrruban tapestries. Al manner of Rral an-nmade crafts were displayed in
wal | niches and on small stone-topped pedestal sl

presents from Hruban villages on the planet.

Grudgingly she admitted that the old torn had gooc taste, but the
furni shings al so af forded numewu hi ding places for the docunment box she
sought .

As the tapestries were stened to the wall fron rods on a picture rail,
she coul d | ook beneath then and tap the bright orange-dyed rla wall for
hol | ov places. She found nothing and was exami ning the walls in the

sl eepi ng chanber when she heard thi front door sw ng open and bounce
agai nst it hinges.

She froze and listened, hearing with great relie the sighing of a
breeze. She tiptoed back to thi door and peered around the corner
trying to keel out of sight. Someone stared right at her. Shocke' and



still in a half-crouch, Kelly stared back. But i wasn't the Treaty
Controller. It was a snmall, coffee skinned Hayuman with gray hair
twisted into coronet on her head. A Councillor's robe was slung
casual ly over one arm

"who - . who are you?" Kelly asked neekly.

"I was going to ask you the very sane questionl

girl," the woman replied in a stern voice. "I thought the wi nd had
bl own the door open but | see he has a snooper going through his
possessions. A thief on Treaty Island itself! Disgraceful! Gve ne

your name this instant and your business here.”

"Pl ease, Madam Dupuis,' for Kelly recognized her, "I'mnot stealing
anything. |I'mKelly Solinari of First Hayuman Village and |'mtrying to
hel p Todd Reeve." "In the Controller's bedroon?" Madam Dupui s's eyebrows
rose in amused query. "He doesn't |ike Hayumans, you know

"Don't | just!" Sensing a synpathetic relaxation of the Councillor's
di sapproval 1 Kelly decided the truth would do her nore good than any
i nventi on.

So she summari zed her illegal return to Earth and approachi ng | nspector
DeVeer for assistance, and how she had overheard nention of a very
speci al docunent box from Hrruba anxiously awaited the Treaty
Controller. "W've got Todd and Hrriss cleared of one charge,' and
Madam Dupui s nodded, so Kelly didn't bother to explain other matters of
whi ch the Councillor would have nore inti mate know edge than she did.

"But it's nore than just an attenpt to ruin the Treaty, Madam Dupuis.

W think it's a conspiracy between certain Hayuman and Hrruban el enents
that mght lead -this was the hardest part to say aloud-'mght lead to
an interspecies war. " Madam Dupui s's hand went to her throat and her
conpl exi on pal ed noti ceably.

"A war that is neant to | eave only one species on Doona and only one
dom nant species in the known gal axy." Madam Dupuis regarded her for a
very lon nmonent with eyes dulled with sorrow.

"I fear you may be right, Kelly Solinari, though] have not had the
courage to admt it to nyself. i have always known that our current
Controll er wa one of Third Speaker's nom nees, but he has, unti
recently, been scrupulously fair in his judgment during our
negoti ati ons." She bowed her head for | ong nonent, her hand idly

stroking her robe. "I have suspected a subtle alteration in his men
Yoi don't live for twelve years in close contact will someone, even of
anot her speciesl and no notice' -her fingers flickered-'"little things.

I'v wondered about his much-vaunted inpartialityl hu then,' and she gave
Kelly a rueful grinl "m ne ha been slipping sonewhat, too.

Wth all of nmy hear | want Doona to remain as it is." Her manne altered
abruptly. "It is extraordinary behavior for born and bred Doonan to
break and enter, but you can keep it to yourself and can find what yo
seek, | shall forget |I've seen you."

"You will?" Kelly couldn't believe her escape.



"Hym ' Madam Dupuis nurnured in an abser fashion. "I just canme over to
shut his door. | ha noticed that the wind nmust have blown it aja

Sur prising how strong the breeze can be when th tenperature starts to
fall at this time of day." Sb started back to the door then turned, hand

on the knob. "Have you found what you're |ooking for?" Kelly shook her
head. "I only just got here."
"Then for the sake of us all, find it,' she said in a voice of comand.

"I"d hel p you nyself because | believe you have seen the true reason
behi nd all this naneuveri ng.

|'ve got a boondoggle that |'ve been waiting to raise before the copies
of the Treaty are witten up. A Human outpost on Hrruba, simlar to the
facility Hrringa occupies on Earth. | want to see equal treatment for
our species, but it's a sticking point | haven't been able to maneuver
that old tontat past. That should make a good | ong point to argue.

will make certain that you have an hour to search, but that is all | can
hope to extend the argument. His patience isn't infinite.

WIIl that suffice?"

"It will have to,' Kelly said, her tone expressing her intense gratitude
for understandi ng and assi st ance.

Just as Madam Dupui s was about to close the door behind her, she added,
"If you need a haven, ny office is on the first floor above the
conmi ssary." Then she closed the door firmy behind her

The first thing Kelly did was to | ook about the sleeping quarters for a
hi di ng place for herself. The heavy curtains would do and t hey gave
onto a small shrub-lined yard but the bushes woul d be nothing for her to
scal e.

H s closets yielded nothing except that the Controller was a fastidious
person, for everything was neatly hung and arranged in outfits for
| oungi ng, public appearances, and cerenpni al receptions.

Not hi ng among the films and flimsies in his desk | ooked like official
docunents or reports. She read Hrruban, Hi gh, Low, and Mddle, but a
qui ck scan told her there was nothing incrimnating in the drawers.

The conmmuni cations unit was |ike any other on Doona or Earth, with no
pl ace for conceal nment in, on, or under the console. Brushing her hands
on her legs to dry nervous perspiration, she started on the other

f ur ni shi ngs.

She was hal fway through her hour's dispensati on when she found her
prize. The docunent box was hi dden underneath the | ast drawer in the
bedr oom bureau. The Treaty Controller had sawn out and renoved hal f of
t he supporting board under the drawer, leaving a |arge hiding place
accessi bl e without turning the heavy chest over. Kelly drew the box out
and rested it on her knees.

It was a very ordinary docunent box, l|ike any other used for conveying
of ficial papers back and forth between offices. Kelly had seen, and
handl ed, dozens like it at Alreldep. She hefted it: light, couldn't be

much inside. But then she didn't need nmuch, only the right sort of
docunent .



She exam ned the |l ock and here the resenblance to ordinary courier boxes
ended. It was fitted with a custom | ock intended to di scourage

unaut hori zed entry. The lock was flat, but a glance inside the keyhol e
with her tiny torch showed that it was made to accept a key with

multi ple wards each as narrow as a strand of hair. Box in hand, she

| ooked about the room for something she could use to manipul ate the

| ock. She found a straight pin but it was no use.

She didn't dare try to force the box or break it open and her tinme was
nearly up.

She started to put the box back into its place of conceal nent, but

st opped when she noticed the remains of an official seal on the untied
tapes that dangled fromthe sides of the container. It rem nded her of
somet hing, and the nenory tickled at the back of her mind. She had seen
a seal used by the Hi gh Council of Speakers of Hrruba.

This one was a lot like it, but not as conplex. Using the point of a
pin and an old scrap of filmshe found in a wastebin, she copied down as
much of the seal as she could.

Madam Dupui s's gift of an uninterrupted hour was definitely over.

Not daring to try the lock any | onger |est she be caught there fiddling
with it when the Treaty Controller returned, Kelly put the box away and
repl aced the drawer.

On her knees, she backed out pr the room fluffing up the woolly carpet
wi th her hands. At the door, she stopped, and tried to renmenber if
there was anything she had | eft open or out of place. No, she had been
t horough, if unsuccessful

"There,' she said. "I hope he doesn't check for fingerprints.” Striding
wi th as nuch nonchal ance as she could, Kelly made her way to the
research quarters where she knew Hrruvul a was quartered for the

heari ngs.

Wt hout explaining her presence or her occupation the past hour, she
showed hi m her drawi ng of the seal. He gave her a startled glance and
peered at it closely. when she opened her nouth to explain, he held up
hi s hand, his eyes dark and inscrutable.

"You are not my client, Kelly Solinari, so anything you mght wish to
impart to ne would not be done under the cloak of confidentiality,' he
said, still studying the scrap of film "You have not been here

W have not tal ked of anything, especially about a replica of the
private insignia of the Third Speaker

He handed it back to her, gestured politely for her to exit as quickly
as she had entered, and turned his back on her

She left Hrruvula's office at a trot, heading for the transport grid. So
that was it! The Treaty Controller was, against all the precepts of his
current position, actively collaborating with his sponsor to prevent the
renewal of the Treaty! She hoped the evidence Dal key had found was

i ndeed on the next shipnment. There wouldn't be another nedical shipment
for weeks, and by then Doona mi ght be just a nmenory. The thought scared
her so much she ran all the way back to the grid station



The grid operator transferred Kelly and the remaining pallet directly to
the transport station in First Village. She all but fell off the
platforminto Todd's waiting arnms and | et himsustain the enbrace to
restore her self-confidence. Hriss watched the salutation with gl ow ng
eyes, Nrrna beside him delicate hands nervously cl asped toget her

"It's here,' Kelly said excitedly, thrusting the dark gray envel ope into
their hands. "He canme through

| just love Dalkey. He did it." Todd eagerly opened the packet which
contai ned a sheaf of printouts, folded neatly in half. To the top a
note in Dal key's precise, inpersonal handwiting was attached, which
Todd read al oud. "None of these account nunbers Earth-based.

Good | uck.

D." Todd's fingers funbled as he opened the sheets and gl anced quickly
t hrough them "He's done it.

We've got it!" Hrriss hissed softly. "This will take time to decipher,"’
Hrriss said, reading over Todd's shoulder. "First it nust be determ ned
whi ch nuneric prefixes pertain to which worlds.

"A lot of noney changed hands,' Todd said, and whistled at the size of
separate amounts. "l don't think it'll be that hard with so many good
m nds' he grinned about him'focused on the job. Look.

The nunbers repeat. Sone of these accounts have had several deposits.
Wth what we al ready know, we ought to be able to figure out which

worl ds are involved. W can start by checking the ampunts agai nst what
we've got in Klonski's."

"Shouldn't we take this right to Pol dep?" Kelly asked.

"Call me paranoid if you want, Kelly, but I want to deci pher this for
ourselves first before we showit to anyone else."

"Yeah, if they turned out to be legitimte supply paynents,' Kelly said
with a grimce, "we'd damage our cause. W can't afford to do that!
And' - her voice strengthened and her eyes flashed up at him'you' re not
par anoi d-not any nore than you have reason to be." Todd gri nned down at
her, really enjoying their newfound intinmacy. "These could turn out to
be quite legitimte remttances to free-lancers on infrequent invoices.

"I think Dal key would know if that's what they were,' Kelly said,
slightly defensive. Dalkey had taken risks to get these to her, and he
wasn't stupid.

"But you're right. Let's divvy themup anong us so it'll go faster."
"Al'l for one and one for all," Nrrna startled Todd and Kelly by sayi ng.
Seeing their surprise, she smled in pleasure at the effect. "I found
that quote in one of your Earth classics.” Todd grinned. "I think a
nore appropriate quote mght be "If we don't hang together, we will nost
assuredly hang separately." Any luck on the other half of Project
Infiltrate?" he asked Kelly, his armstill lightly about her shoul ders.

Kelly rolled her eyes over that little escapade and t hen gave her
friends a quick sunmary.

"Madam Dupuis is on our side?" Todd excl ai ned when she had fi ni shed.



"That's a real plus.” Then he shook his head. "It's just tough luck
that you couldn't get inside the docunent box, but the seal's
incrimnating. The Treaty Controller is supposed to be inpartial. He
certainly shouldn't be receiving docunents from Third Speaker. No
wonder he coll ected the shipment hinself. Let's get cracking on what we
do have.

They qui ckly determ ned that what Dal key had sent was the conplete
printout of all transactions within the slush fund account for a period
of fifteen years, ending two years before the present date.

Once decoded, it mght provide the hard docunmentation they needed.

"Three eight one is the prefix for Zapata Three,' Todd said, referring
to the printout that had been presented to the Treaty Council by
Landreau. "So shall we assume that this first nunber is the account
opened by "Ri kard Baliff"?" He conpared the dates with m ssions he and
Hrriss had been on: those which Rogitel had intimted had incl uded
nefarious side trips. "Wll, whaddya know? Every single transaction
date matches with one of our trips, Irrriss. The Hrruban hissed softly
between his teeth.

"Someone has mnost scrupul ously kept track of our journeys. But that
could be anyone on Rrala. W made no secret of our departures and of
our estimated tine of return.”

"And told their Zapatan contact just when to nake | odgments,' Kelly
said, seething at the conplicity and the way it had been turned agai nst
her friends. "Isn't that a second Zapatan account?" and she tapped her
stylus on another 381 listing.

"I's that our rustler being paid off? It's too neat to be nere

coi nci dence, especially when all the figures match all that
incrimnating junk Rogitel was waffling on about. Sure |ooks like a
connection between Spacedep and that rustler to me. Let's take it to
| nspect or DeVeer.

Todd grinned at her for her enthusiasm "Not yet,' he said, ticking off
the entries they had identified. "lI'd rather find out where all these
other entries fit in." He held up his index finger

"One correlation is not sufficient. W present the entire package and
they have to believe us. Soneone has gone to a |lot of trouble to nake
us |l ook as guilty as possible. W have to shoot down all the brrnas in
the flock." Rogitel left the official chanber as soon as the Treaty
Council adjourned for the day and transferred by grid back to Earth.

Wthout a word to Hrringa in the Hrruban Center, he nade his way swiftly
out of the Alreldep block and directly to Landreau's office at Spacedep
The secretary silently admtted himto the director's small private

of fice.

He stood vector-strai ght before Landreau's desk while his superior
finished a conp call.

"I have information fromour contact in the Archive,' Rogitel reported
as soon as Landreau had conpleted the call. "lnquiries are being nade
through to Zapata and several of the other worlds where the Reeve
accounts are being maintai ned.



They are in possession of specific deposit information, so they nust
have a source, within Spacedep, providing themw th data from our
records."”

"So that is what's going on,' Landreau said, his face suffusing with
anger. He began scrolling through his console, his finger hard on the
key. "A report cane to ny notice a few days back but | couldn't see why
| should be bothered with minor infractions.

Here it is!" And he gestured for Rogitel to scan it. "Trivial matters
nmust never be ignored: even something so insignificant as a junior
maki ng copies of old screens. Take this Dal key Petershaminto custody,
for illegal copying of official docunents. Find out who he's been
working for, if he's sent on the docunments and to whom Take his brain
apart if you need to. Use querastrin if you nust.

But get a full confession fromhim?" .Landreau sprang out of his seat,
paci ng up and down, his stocky body quivering with fury.

"A confession under duress, sir? That's not altogether prudent.

Nor can we obtain perm ssion to use the truth drug on himfor copying
ol d, declassified accounting records. Wuldn't it be wiser, Admral, to
| eave himin place and watch hin? |If he thinks he has gotten away with
this first foray, he'll feet bolder aut repeating his success.

If you catch himin the process of cormitting a crine, you have far nore
l[atitude in extracting information fromhim "I don't like it,' Landreau
said, sitting down again, and flicking his fingers at the damming report
on the screen. "I don't like it in the least." He pressed hard on the
scroll key, stopping it and rew nding to position a new docunent,
bearing the Pol dep seal. "Reeve has had the damedest | uck

Coul dn't you have done sonething to keep that beacon from bei ng
di scover ed?"

"Admiral, we had to get it out of the way as fast as possible and that
meant using the nost accessible transport, a nerchant ship. Safe enough
under nost circunstances.”

"But it wasn't! And that Mayday has renoved one of our weapons agai nst
the Reeves. How did they find that shipnment, Rogitel? That beacon
shoul d never have seen the light of day and it surfaces . plainly

mar ked to Spacedep."

"Freak accident, sir,' Rogitel replied calmMy. He had often discovered
that the cal ner he remmi ned, the sooner the Admiral's rages cool ed.

"Meteorite hole penetrated the hull and the carton, setting off the

Mayday. | interviewed the captain hinself. He was eager to tal k about
it. He appears to have been "dining out" on it. Fortunately | was able
to cancel the pickup and the crate renains unclained. |f soneone

inquires, we say that it could well be an attenpt on the part of the
Reeves to inplicate Spacedep to clear thenselves of conplicity."”

"Good thinking, Rogitel, good thinking,' and Landreau began to rel ax,

even to smle. "But we'd better find out if there's any connection
bet ween this Petersham clerk and Doona. They can't slip out of any
ot her charges or our plans will be ruined." He rattled his fingers on

the desktop. "And |I've an unsettling report from Varnorian's contacts



in Codep. A Dr. Walter Tylanio from Prueba V was hired for a special
job by someone from Doona." Landreau's eyes narrowed. "The only |aser
technol ogy that Doona has is in its security satellites." $ogitel could
wel | appreciate how serious that could be, but he didn't know how anyone
had di scovered Klonski. Surely not the Petershamclerk. Mybe he had
better acquire a vial of querastrin fromhis sources. Then an angry

t hunp brought his attention right back to Landreau

"I want Doona to be totally discredited. | want our plans to succeed in
every particular, and for that to happen, the Doonan Exerinent has to
fail.

Fail! Be wi ped clean of its contam nated Humans and especially those
nm sbegotten animal s. "

"Sir, calmyourself,' Rogitel said, |eaning across the desk toward his
superior. "Your plans will succeed. while it's too late for subtlety,
it's not too late,' and he paused to smle reassuringly at Landreau, "to
renove the primary cause of the entire problem™

"what ?" Landreau said, staring fiercely up at his subordinate.

"Really quite sinple. Renove the Reeves fromDoona. | think they are
at the bottom of nuch unfavorable publicity about Doona. Surely they
shoul d report-in person-to their Codep superiors here on Earth.
Landreau's ruddy face slowy broke into a snmile

"See to it,' he ordered. "Varnorian will oblige. Get them here and get
themelimnated!" Adnmiral Landreau was the epitome of regret and sorrow
when he informed the Amal ganated Worl ds Congress of the dreadfu
situation which existed on Doona when so nuch was at stake in the
renewal of the Treaty. He stood in the beam of a pinpoint spotlight,
addressing the hal f-seen figures illunmi nated by twel ve identical cones
of light in the vast chanber. In the blackness between was the faint
peepi ng sound of the court reporter's nachine.

"The Reeves are threatening the very safety of your design to forma
Federation of Sentient Planets. Their activities destroy the very
integrity and credibility of the Amal gamated Worl ds and our dreamfor a
united gal axy! Once the nodels of probity and dedi cati on, both father
and son have conspired to seize Doona for their own, and, had it not
been for the discovery of their heinous infractions of the nost basic
Treaty stipulations, they m ght have succeeded in their schening.”
"Treaty Councillors are supposed to deal with such infractions, aren't

t hey?" one of the panel inquired.

"Not when the crines have such far-reachi ng consequences. No, honored
sirs, this matter goes far beyond the Doonan system It has npst
certainly rai sed awkward questions in the Hrruban Speakers Council and
the Treaty Council as well!" Landreau shook his head sadly to add that
detail .

"I am deeply concerned that the Hrrubans will feel obliged to alter
their opinions of us all, if these deplorable nmen remain in so public a
position on Doona. The least that will happen is for the Hrrubans to
pul | out of the Federation or, worse, decide that we Humans mnust be
rigorously schooled in their ways. They w ||l undoubtedly inpede our
reach for the stars, cut short our explorations, confine us to the few
pl anets we already own. Since Todd Reeve has not, cannot be cleared of
his alleged crines, | call for the renoval of the Reeves from Doona to



Earth for being detrinmental to the renewal of the Treaty of Doona.

| am sure your counterpan on Hrruba will also withdraw their, er
enbarrassnment fromthe colony, for that young mal e causes his people
great sorrow. You rnust surely understand why we cannot have peopl e of
guestionable integrity involved in high-level positions in the colony at
this critical time. Renove the Reeves from Doona and |let that situation
resolve itself without further detrinment." There was a |lot of nuttering
anong the panel as Landreau's suggestion was di scussed. He waited
patiently, knowi ng that he had presented a valid and tinmely argunent. He
was rat her pleased by his el oquence and the way he had deftly enphasized
t he salient points.

Landreau was even nore pl eased when the prevailing sentinent favored his
solution. He had al so counted on the fact that trade agreenents had
been drawn up and were awaiting the renewal of the Treaty before Hrruban
ratification. That factor had probably contributed to the necessity of
renovi ng such controversial persons.

"You have made a plain case of a disgraceful situation,' the chairnman
said. "At such a critical stage, nothing may be pernitted to jeopardize
the Treaty Renewal. Bailiff, give orders for Ken Reeve and his son Todd
to be imredi ately brought to Earth to appear before this panel. Make

t he necessary representations to the Hruban Center for the use of grid
transportation of these two." Then the chairman inclined his head toward
Landreau. "You may, of course, be present at the hearing, Admral

"dadly,'" Landreau said. "I wish to further the cause of justice in
every way within my power.

Wth some effort he restrained his elation. He nust now make
arrangenents so that when that pair arrived, the Hrrubans on duty at
that wetched grid would be those who woul d deliver the Reeves into his
keepi ng. Soon, soon, he thought, rubbing his hands together in smnug
anticipation, he would be rid of Ken Reeve and that hyperactive son of
his forever. Then his nost anbitious plan could be initiated. Instead
of the panel of inquiry nmeeting them there would be an entirely
different kind of reception comnttee awaiting the Reeves. Landreau
smi | ed.

"My eyes will be ruined reading this small print, Todd said, briefly
knuckl i ng his eye sockets as he wearily turned over another one of

Dal key's printouts. "Sone of these entries date back fromwhen we were
kids. Have you found anything rel evant?" he asked Hrriss, who was as
diligetly exam ning his share of the packet. He paused, stretching his
arns above his head to rel ease the tension across his shoul ders.

"They may be old but we have decided that the conspiracy agai nst us was
very carefully put into notion |long before there was any reason to
suspect one,' Hrriss replied, but he also took a noment to stretch
cranped muscles. "These entries,' and he tapped a clawtip on the
sheets, "are all fromDarwin II-MA, a very renote colony world, not yet
qualified for full status.

"Could be a place to ship stolen livestock, Todd said. He bent to his
task again, stylus poised to cross off an entry, as he peered at the
next |ine.

"whoa! Here's an account number right here on Doona!"



"whose?" Hrriss asked. Todd swung around to the computer and instituted
a nane search. Madam Dupui s had arranged for themto use Archival
records to match nunbers with nanes, providing they linmted their
inquiries to that.

"Dunno yet. The last payment in these records is two years ol d.

The person it belongs to m ght have left Doona in the interim" He
drummed his nails irritably on the tabletop, waiting for the data to
appear. when the screen scrolled up in answer to his query, Todd just
stared at it, his face turning into a cold mask. Wthout a word, he
rose, snatched up the printout, and started for the door

"whose nunber is it? Zodd? where are you goi ng?" Todd kept wal ki ng.
"To the Launch Center."

"why?" the Hrruban demanded

"To skin a snake." Hrriss glanced at the nanme on the screen and hurried
after his friend. "Lincoln Newy! How very convenient!' "Todd!"

Li ncoln Newy said pleasantly as they narched into the circle of |ight
cast by the single spot set into the ceiling. Mrtinson's assistant had
his feet up on a desk in the Launch Center office, watching the tape of
an entertai nnent programon the conunit screen while keeping half an eye
on his scopes. "Hrriss! N ce to see you both. W don't get many
visitors way out here. |It's lonely in the evenings. Can | offer you
something to drink? N ce warmnight for this time of year

"Your boss isn't here?" Todd asked expressionlessly. "I'd like himto
hear what |'ve got to say.

"Nope,' said Newy gaily. "He's gallivanting around the galaxy with old

Kiachif. Some people have all the fun. | get to mind the store while
he's gone.
Todd nodded. "How convenient, but that does fit another piece into the

puzzle. W' d no reason to suspect either you or Martinson
"Suspect? Me or Martinson? O what?"

"Of hel ping Doona's enenies."” "Ah, c¢'nmon, now, Todd. You're inmagining
weeds into snakes,' Newy said in a soothing tone, but Todd noticed a
wariness in his eyes despite his rallying words.

"Sonmeone knew when and where Hrriss and | went on the Al batross, knew
our flight plans and where we'd warp-junp. Soneone also had to be here,
inthis office,'" and Todd had Newry's conplete attention now, "to |et
rustlers lift fromthe surface. whaddya want to bet that we can prove
that every tinme a heist was nade, you, Linc Newy, just happened to be
on duty?" Wth an incredul ous |augh, Newy shook his head. "No way, son
"I"mnot your son,' Todd said, his face hard and inplacable with
suppressed anger. Hrriss had never seen himso furious. He nmoved to
the balls of his feet in readiness. "And you know a ship | aunched the
ot her night and sonehow you can turn the security satellites off so they
don't record either |aunches or |andings of rustler shuttles.”

"Hold on, hold on, there!" Newy said, raising his hands to pacify Todd
and shooting Hrriss an indignant | ook that suggested Hrriss should calm
his friend down. "You can't run around accusi ng people of doing this or
that just to clear yourselves."



"I think I can,' Todd said in an icy certain voice.

"I figured it out. If Martinson's not here, you're the one who creates
| egiti mate docunentation for export shipnents from Doona. You mind the
shop, as you said yourself. And no one could have m ssed that

at nospheric insertion the other night. You were probably |looking at its
trail as you assured nme that no one had bl asted off-planet with a | oad
of horses rustled fromDad's ranch.” Newy was still waving his hands
and shaki ng his head incredul ously at Todd's accusations.

"You can |l ook at ny records. You'll find there was no insertion that
night, Todd!" Newy turned to Hrriss, hands open to enphasize his
i nnocence and disbelief.

"Ch, | believe we'll find no blips on the security satellites.

That | do believe, Newy,' Todd said, and then smled. "Ever heard of a
man named Askell Kl onski?" Newy shook his head, his reaction genuine.

"Or maybe you knew hi m better as Lesder Boronov?" The change in Linc
Newy was dramatic despite the man's attenpt to cover that nomentary
| apse.

Seeing that Newy was rattled, Todd sat on the edge of the desk, folding
his arms on his chest, his gaze never |eaving Newy's face.

"Boronov is a genius with security systens.

How d he fix Doona's? D you use a code so the satellite recorders

bl ank? O maybe just a convenient function key that isn't supposed to
be programmed at all? Ah, yes, so it is a function key!" He twi sted so
he coul d reach the console that Newy had pushed to one side of the
desk, making circles with his index finger over the ranks of spare keys.

"Now - . . eeny neeny tipsy teeny . - -" he said in a singsong voice
"Enough!" Newy cried, sinking dispiritedly back into his chair and
buryi ng his angui shed face in his hands. "How d you know about

Bor onov?"

"Amazi ng the things you can | earn when you' ve been fal sely accused,
Newy. So what's your story?

Martinson in on this with you?" Newy shook his head fromside to side.
"No, he never knew a thing about it. He's too dammed honest.

And he gets paid what he's worth."
"Spacedep pays well,' Todd said, his voice now a soothing, coaxing one.
Newy | ooked up at him his expression sour

"Not at my level. And nothing to nake up for hours of sitting here
ni ght after night, day after day, doing double shifts when Martinson's

away. 1'd only two nore years to go. What | got for pressing a key now
and then would be far nore than that ridicul ous pensi on Spacedep pays
you. | wanted enough to buy into Doona. | saw ny chance and | took it.

And | was nearly there. So nearly there!" He buried his face in his
hands again and his shoul ders began to shake.



Todd | ooked away from the broken nman, noved by contenpt as well as pity.
"who is the rustler, Newy?" Hrriss asked.

"You haven't figured it all out, then, have you?" Newy's nuffled voice
was bitter.

"Cooperation could mtigate your guilt,' Hrriss added gently.

"You can repair sone of the damage you have caused." Newy kept shaking
his head in the cradle of his hands. "You're so smart, Reeve, you
shoul d know who it is." Todd racked his brain. Wwo "it' is? Newy
couldn't nmean Landreau. He neant soneone nuch nearer, soneone who knew
enough about the managenent of their ranch and "Mark Aden?" He coul d
scarcely believe that the young assi stant manager whom he had so admred
as a youngster could have turned against the people who had trusted him
and encouraged himto learn as nuch as he could so he'd be able to start
up his own spread on Doona. "Wiy would Mark turn on us?

Dad paid himwell. He gave himexcellent references when he said he
wanted to leave us. No one really wanted himto | eave."

"That's not the way he told it,' Newy said, his voice blurred by his
hands. "That sister of yours thought herself too good for a ranch
nmanager .

"l nessa?" Todd renenbered that his sister had been infatuated with Mark
Aden at one point, although she hadn't been unduly upset when Mark had
suddenly decided to | eave. But Todd did renmenber that Mark had a
vindictive streak in him he never forgot a grudge and he'd wait nonths
to pay back an imagi ned slight that anyone el se would have forgotten

Only Mark Aden woul d have been vindictive enough to sow ssersa in
pastures used by horses. "He mamnages the rustling operation by hinself?
He didn't have the kind of nobney that would buy himany kind of a space
vehi cl e.

Certainly not one | arge enough to nake rustling pay.

"Did he not perhaps have assi stance fromthose who have been adding to
your pension fund?" Hrriss asked Ne'wy, pulling on his shoulders to
make hi m | ook up

Slowy Newy raised his head, and then his eyes began to wi den, his
whol e face brightened, and a snile of unexpected salvation parted his
lips.

"Todd Reeve?" a stern voice said.

In a swift nove, Todd was off the desk and | ooking into the shadows
beyond the console, trying to | ocate the newconer.

Rogitel emerged fromthe darkness, Todd's father behind him Spacedep
mari nes flanking him

"You are always found in the nobst incrimnating situations.

Har assi ng a Spacedep enpl oyee, were you?" Rogitel let out a patient sigh
"You will cone with me. Now.



"Wth you, Commander? Dad?" Todd stared at the |ack of expression on
his father's face. "But Dad ." Todd began before taking his cue.

"Linc was explaining to us how the security satellites record inconing
and outgoing traffic." It m ght sound |lanme but it covered the
surreptitious sign he made to Hrriss. Just let Hrriss get free "Wren't
you, Linc?" And let Linc prefer to keep silent about the last few
monents in front of one of his Spacedep superiors. Commander Rogite
dealt harshly with failures and probably drastically with informers.

"That's right, Commander,' Newy said in a draw that al nmost di sguised
the trenors in his voice

"Let's go, Reeve,' Rogitel said, notioning to one of the marines.

"You have to report in an hour to the transport station." He caught
sight of Hrriss, edging farther into the shadows. "You! You've no
busi ness in a Spacedep installation. Qut of here!" Todd had the
sati sfaction of hearing Hriss's | ow and nenaci ng grow as he swung
around the narines and out the door

Ken shot Rogitel a furious glare for his uncalledfor incivility to the
Hrruban, but the conmander paid no notice as he took his place in front
of the detail.

"I"ve some things for you in the one bag we were all owed,' Ken nurnured
to his son. "I don't think we'll be gone long for all the
preci pi tousness of our departure.”

"what's up, then?"

"We're to appear before a panel of the Amal gamated Worlds in their
Terran offices."” Todd was seething to tell his father what he and Hrriss
had got out of Newy. More pieces had fallen into place, pieces he never
woul d have considered as part of the conspiracy. And yet they fit!

They had no chance to talk on the way to the Treaty Island, not with
Rogitel |ooking so smug and well pleased with hinself. At the grid,

t hough, Todd began to worry. The Treaty Controller and two strange nal e
Hrrubans wearing sidearnms awaited their arrival

"Send themto Earth,' Rogitel ordered the grid operator

The Hrruban gl anced nervously at the Treaty Controller, who nodded, and
t he Hrruban had no option but to nanipulate the controls.

Todd wat ched the bright room around hi mdi ssolve and vanish. 1In a
nonment, the features of their destination started to coal esce around
him He could see the posts of the transport station becoming solid at
the four corners of the grid, and the blank walls of a corridor beyond
t hem

As soon as the Reeves had fully materialized, they were attacked from
behi nd.

"Patience, patience,' Kiachif said chidingly.
CHAPTER 10

INHGHSPIRITS, ALl KIACH F TAPPED AT the door of the Reeve residence.



He and the other two men had debarked so hastily fromthe Wite
Li ghtning they were still in shipsuits.

"Now, this will just take a mnute,' the Codep captain assured his two

conpani ons. "Hello-00?" he called out, and rapped with his knuckl es on
the wi ndow. "Reeve, are you hone? Ah, hello, Patricia.

Surprised to see ne so soon? Rank has its privileges, | always say. |

br ought soneone by for your husband to meet. May | introduce Dr. Walter

Tyl ani 0? He's the best |aser expert in the whol e gal axy.
what he don't know about "em no one does, if you see what | nmean.
Martinson you know. " The tall, bearded man behind Ki achif bowed.

"How do you do?" Pat asked. Her daughter Inessa and Kelly were crowded
behi nd her in the doorway. The nerchant tipped thema little w nk.

Their faces fell when they didn't see the figures they expected.
"Good afternoon, Ms. Reeve,' Mrtinson said inpatiently.
"Kiachif, | have to get back to my office.”

"Surely you can give the man one noment to crow over all of you who
t hought so ill of him

Honi soil qui nmal y pense, if you know what | nean."

"Neither Todd nor Ken is here, Captain,' Pat said, her anxiety
i ncreasi ng because she thought it just possible that the captain m ght
know where they were.

"They were supposed to see an Anal gamated Worl ds panel. Kiachif clicked
his tongue. "That's bad luck. | guessed he'd want to see ny smling
face, soon's ny expert here had a chance to unreel that doctored | og
tape that was on the Al batross.

"Come in, cone in,' Kelly said, usurping Pat's prerogative, but Hrriss
had told her and Nrrna all about Newry. And if this expert was so good,
maybe he could figure out which function key controlled the security
satellite bypass and how Kl onski - Boronov had managed to scranbl e
supposedl y tanper proof chips.

"Martinson here,' Kiachif said, stepping lightly inside and peering
about as if he hoped Ken and Todd were only hiding in their own hone,
"wouldn't let me bring the tape to Tylanio, so | brought the nountain to
the prophet." He caught Kelly's grin. "Well, | alter to suit m purpose,
girl, if you get ny drift. Martinson kept his word of honor |ike the
fine upstanding man he is, and the | og was never out of his sight for a
monent. So we have returned with the news and Martinson maybe has
returned to Doona a w ser nan."

"What did you find, Dr. Tylanio?" Pat asked, absently gesturing for
themto be seated.

She signalled for Inessa to get refreshnments.

"To give you the tall, small, and all of it,' Kiachif said, stil
dom nating the conversation, "the |og was sone nessed with,' Dr.



Tyl ani o, who apparently took no unbrage from Ki achifs ebullience, nodded
agreenent .

Martinson cleared his throat and shot a quelling | ook at Kiachif.

"Let the expert explain, Captain. | thought that's why you insisted he
return with us."”

"The tapes had clearly been extensively altered, Ms. Reeve,' Dr.
Tylanjo said. He had a pleasant tenor voice and spoke in the nmeasured
phrases of a born lecturer. "It was apparent fromthe tape that it was
not recording anything on its honmewardbound journey: certainly not when
t hey paused outside the Hrrilnorr system

Internal recordings were being taped. | would guess that the VU and
transmitter had been tanpered with."

"But that doesn't prove it was altered by an outsider,' Martinson said,
obvi ously unsettled by Tylanio's report.

"It does to ne,' Kiachif said, accepting a glass from I nessa.
"And there's nmore. Ch, how | w sh Todd and Ken were here right now

Walt says the box was only diddled once. That puts paid to that
Spacedep stringy bean's charge that the boys had been w ping the nmenory
clean every time they were ex-Doona while comitting all those piracies
and smugglings' "That's right, Ms. Reeve,' Tylanio said. "The
alteration could only have been made before or after their |atest

m ssion. Since the ship was sealed, that would nean it would have to
have been done before. The inserted material was masterfully done, very
carefully filmed to present such a single continuous record of nultiple
warp junps and atnospheric insertions and | aunches. The nost nmasterful
pi ece of logging |I've ever seen."

"But couldn't it have been substituted for the real |o0g?" Kelly asked
diffidently, for they had figured out how such a switch could have been
made.

"Now, how coul d that possibly have been done, young worman?" Martinson
demanded, irate. "I was present the entire tinme. | saw Comrander
Rogitel renove the | og box nyself, package it very carefully, and carry
it off the ship. No one could have substituted this

this .

Ki achi f was waving a finger under Martinson's nose. "That |assie has
made a very good point, Martinson, so don't get hot under your collar,
whi ch you aren't wearing, but you're getting riled."

" Commander Rogit el " Martinson began again with greater

i ndi gnation, but Kiachifs crow of exultation totally disconcerted him

"I wouldn't trust an Amal gamat ed Bond, seal ed, signed, secured, if that
Spacedep stringy bean gave it me. Ah, no,' Kiachif said. "I'Il bet ny
White Lightning herself that that's when a switch occurred

Found the real log, |assie?" Kelly shook her head. "W only figured out
ho and when the other day." She wanted desperately to get Dr. Tylanio
and Kiachif to herself to tell them about Newy, which she couldn't



quite do in front of Martinson. For all that she knew Martinson was
respected and seened straight as a die, she wasn't going to take any
chances. Especially as he seemed to think Conmander Rogitel was such an

upright type.
"So when d'you expect your men back, Patricia?" Kiachif asked easily.
"I don't know, All,' she said, and began to wing her hands.

"They shoul d have been back the next day. And now there's this awf ul
runor that they never appeared before the panel at all. That they' ve .

they' ve skipped out of an untenable situation.” Pat blurted the
sl ander out and then began to weep. Kelly put her arm around her
protectively.

"Never!" Kiachif said in a voice that woul d have been heard fromstemto
stern of the Wiite Lightning through cl osed safety hatches.

"Commander Rogitel escorted them' Kelly said in a caustic voice, her
eyes on the captain. "Wth marines. | heard,' and while she couldn't
menti on Madam Dupui s, she was certainly the nost reliable source, "that
two strange and armed Hrrubans took over fromthe mari nes when they got
on the grid."

"Did they, now?" Kiachifs eyes went w de.

"Now, that's a nasty turn-up. And I'lIl tell you one thing." He swerved
toward Martinson, his long stained finger alnpbst in the man's nostrils.

"I don't want to hear one nore word from anyone that Ken Reeve, or Todd,
ski pped out of any obligation-to Doona, to Anal gamated Worlds, even to
ol' Terra! You see that gets put about right smart, Mrtinson

I've known Ken Reeve a quarter century. He's run at lot of stuff I'd
never be caught charging, but he" done it and won out over odds that
woul d have pipped plenty on this planet. |f he didn't show u when and
where he was supposed to, then he wa prevented, if you understand ne.
Now, you d those tears, Patricia Reeve, and stand up proud foi your nman
and that fine son of yours,' he said.

somewhat awkwardly but kindly patting her shoulder. "Your man is a
fighter. Your boy, too. They'!] be back, sure enough, before you've
any nore time to mss them"

"Thank you, All," Pat said gratefully.

"You kno himin ways | don't. You've given ne new hope And so have you,
Dr. Tylanio. You were so goc': to cone all this way for us." The |aser
expert took an envel ope fromhi pocket. "This is a copy of ny report,
signed anc sworn to by an accredited Amal gamated Wofid' .

notary. Your son and your husband will doubtle find this useful

I will, of course, be happy to testif in person to the authenticity of
nmy investigations.

Tyl ani o handed it to Pat and bowed. Wth Martin son at his side, he
left the room



"You see, signed, sealed, and sworn to. Pro& positive of no perjury,
Patricia,' Kiachif said in |ow voice. He gave her one nmore squeeze an
started for the door.

Wth the pretext of courtesy, Kelly followed himtouching his arm and
bending close to his ear.

gotta see you, Captain, and preferably before that expert |eaves the
pl anet." Kiachif gave an al nbs inperceptible nod of acknow edgnent, not
so nmuch as altering his stride as he continued on out of the house.

Then she turned back to Pat, |Inessa and Robin conforting her, and said
in her normal tone, "I'd better get on home now but 1'Il be back
tomorrow. " She clattered down the steps, whipped Cal ypso's reins free
fromthe rail as the men piled into the flitter

As it took off, it wallowed fromside to side and she grinned.
Trust Kiachif. which she did.

Kel Iy had been | ooking over the | ast charges against the boys that stil
had to be cleared before Treaty Renewal Day. And the val uabl es and

i nterdi ctabl es they were supposed to have stolen and secreted on the

Al bie woul d be the hardest part. Having Dr. Tylanio's proof that the
| og tape had been altered, or even a carefully edited one substituted,
was a real relief. |If only they could sonmehow prove that Comrander
Rogitel had switched the doctored tape for the genuine |og record.

He' d had nore opportunity than anyone el se. And reason

But if the tapes of alleged visits to collect valuable artifacts,

i ncludi ng the Byzani an d ow Stone, were adjudged a sinulation, then they
hadn't been where they were accused of stealing things. They hadn't

stol en anything. As Todd and Hrriss naintained, all that junk had been
pl anted on the Al batross and that had to have been done while the Al bie
was on the pad at Hrretha. Rogitel had been there.

But where were Todd and his father? Than goodness, Captain Al had
soothed Patricia Reev on that score. Maybe the word that they weri
det ai ned woul d get out and Robin wouldn't hi sporting black eyes for
defending the fam |y honor She knew Hrriss was lying low. Wich was
smart 0 him Rogitel m ght not have considered the youn Hrruban

danger ous when he shooed hi mout of th Launch Center, but Newy knew
different. Wh; hadn't Todd come out with an accusation righ then? In
front of the marines. Surely they could hi nade to testify - - or could
t hey?

A tiny noise penetrated her cogitations. Lookin up from her desk, she
nearly fell off her chair at th face grinning outside her w ndow.

You scared nme to death, Captain Al,' sh' whispered hoarsely at him
"Your manner did suggest a need for caution lassie." It wasn't the first
time Kelly had craw ed througi that wi ndow, and taking the captain's
hand, she ra with himto the deep shadows of the barn where ni one was

likely to l ook for them

"You hit the nail on the head with Kl onski, yo know,' she said, "though
| daren't even get in touc] with Inspector DeVeer right now "

"And whi ch nail head would that be, |assie Kiachif asked. "Though



Tyl anio agrees privatel with me that the work on the tape is exactly the
SOT of thing Kl onski would do so well."

"You al so said he was a genius at fixing securit systems." Kiachif
nodded, his eyes glinting in th dark. "And Dal key's records show he got

pai d several huge hunks of credit. | think some of it went to pay for
hi m hobbl i ng Doona's security satellites.” "Ch-ho-ho! |'ve been away
too long."

"You have.

Todd and Hrriss found paynents to a Doonan account . and it belongs to

Li ncoln Newry."

"Martinson's assistant?" The whites of Kiachifs eyes, for once, Kelly

not ed, without bl oodshot cobwebs, were visible in the shadow. "No
wonder you woul dn't speak out in his presence. Does Patricia know?"
Kel |y shook her head. "She's got enough to fret over right now "Sides,

| didn't think it would cheer her up."
"Not a mite nor a nonent, if her men are mssing. Go on.

"Hrriss said Todd broke Newry down into adnitting that he'd been letting
the rustlers in and out of Doona, only when he was on duty.

The ship Todd saw the ot her ni ght was probably registering on Unc's
screens while he was denying an atnmospheric insertion. "But the beacons
"Klonski's fixed them Hrriss said there's an unprogranmred function key
on the launch board that interferes with satellite recording.

Furt hernmore, Linc Newy can authorize export docunentation . |ike for
Reeve freeze-marked |ivestock going off-planet to unknown destinations.

And the rustler is Mark Aden."

"That young lad? Hmm isn't often sonmeone fools Al Kiachif." The
captain frowed. "The nerve of him making ne transport rustled
animals! And all that scud about naking a newlife."

"Apparently he's made a very profitable one, Kelly said drolly. "At the
Reeves' expense."

"But they always treated himwell.

He even said so "lnessa didn't,' Kelly said. "She had a flirt with him
but she gave up on hi m because he aiway' wanted her to get her father to
hel p himget a ranch of his own. He was a funny guy, never forgave
hasty word or a silly joke on him Hrriss thinks he" the one seeded the
ssersa. Todd found a hal f-enpt sack of it by the corral he found. 1t'd
be just the sort of rotten trick Mark Aden woul d do, to nake |Inessa
sorry she ditched him™"

"Fascinating, |assie, fascinating.

| think Dr. Tyla no has one nore job before | return himto the quiet
rectangl es of his hall of |learning." And between one breath and anot her
Captain Al Kiachif disappeared. That night Kelly slept well for the

first time since Todd and Ken had beer hauled off to Earth.

The very next norning, Kelly had a call from<" frantic Nrrna.



"Kelly, they are hunting Hrriss." The girl w sputtering so badly that
Kelly at first didn't under stand the inport of her words.

"Hunting? Hrriss?"

"The Treaty Controller has demanded his presence inmediately on the
Island. He sent four O the Third Speaker's special force for Arriss.
"So where's Hrriss?"

"He has made hinself scarce. Hrrestan told himthat is what he nust do
Oh, Kelly, | amso frightened. "Don't be,' Kelly said as firmy as she
could. "I've got official confirmation that the Albie | og tape was a
fraud. Tanpered with, fixed, altered. And that neans that neither Todd
nor Hrriss was where they're charged with being, so they couldn't have
stolen those things. And illegal possession of those artifacts is
really the | ast charge against them And we'll soon have proof, too, of
what Todd and Hrriss discovered talking to Linc Newy."

"But what good does all this proof do when Zodd is missing and Hrriss
is, too?"

"A good point that, Nrrna,' Kelly said. "You just keep your cool
friend. It's up to us now " She stopped by the Reeves', just in the
crazy hope that Todd and his father had returned hone.

They hadn't and the gl oomthat hung over the ranch house was depressing.
Kelly did ask to have a copy of Dr. Tylanio' s docunent.

"To keep with all the rest of the evidence, Ms. Reeve,' she said in an
of f handed manner.

"You' ve got all these nysterious sources, Kelly,' Inessa accused Kelly,
her face and eyes showing the strain that affected the entire fanily.
"Why can't you find out about Dad and Todd?" Kelly suppressed her
annoyance with the girl whose flirtation with Mark Aden was havi ng such
a long-range effect. Then, generously, Kelly rem nded hersel f that

I nessa had been just a kid at the time. Perhaps this would all sort
itself out and I nessa would never realize that her childish infatuation
was part of this dreadful affair.

Kelly left for Nrrna's house in First Village. She had all the proof

t hey had so painstakingly gathered, including Hriss's summary of
Newy's disclosures. Surely that was enough! Surely Nrrna woul d see
how terribly urgent it was that they stop nessing with underlings and go
to the top!

"Go to Hrruba? To First Speaker?" Nrrna's voice broke into a startled
squeak and Kelly shushed her

On her way into First Village, Kelly'd noticed some strangely accoutred
Hrrubans mlling around the clearing in the center: the biggest

speci mens of their species she'd ever seen. Deciding they were not in
First Village for census taking, she ducked around, taking a narrow
little track to the fencedin pasture where the vill age horses grazed.
Unsaddl i ng Cal ypso, Kelly turned her out and |uggi ng saddl e and the
bul gi ng pouches, finally reached Nrrna's house, entering by the back
flap.

"We shoul d have gone to First Speaker in the beginning, as Todd wanted
to,' she said, a trifle annoyed with Nrrna's timdity.



"Ch, Kelly, no! | dare not!" Nrrna said. "It is absolutely forbidden
to convey Hayumans to Hrruba."

"Now But Todd's been there and he thought seeing Hrruna was his best
chance." - "Todd went to Hrruba before the Treaty wa witten and the
Treaty has a clause utteri prohibiting visits from Hayumans. Todd was
hel d in high honor by the Council of Speakers.

Kelly flicked her eyebrows up in disgust. "Was held."
"He is honorable. He would say that he nust obey that prohibition."

"Yes, but no one has specifically prohibited nme and, where Todd is
concerned, honor can go out the window for all the good it's done him
lately!" Kelly scow ed fiercely. "Look, both Todd and his father are
m ssi ng.

Sone nasty minds say they' ve done a flit because there's too nuch
evi dence against them" Nrrna was shaki ng her head now in staunch
di sagr eenent .

"Right. So something' s happened to them And it's up to you and ne to
get themreleased. Before the Treaty gets signed. So we go to Hrruba
and sort things out."

"W can't do that."

"why not? You know how to work the grid controls. You sent ne to
Earth."

"But that was different,' Nrrna replied, aghast at Kelly's daring plan
"You are of Terran stock. It is not forbidden under the Treaty for you
to travel to your honmeworld. It would be as inmpossible for ne to send
you to Hrruba as it would be for ne to go to Earth."

"You'd be with ne. |'d be your guest, as Todd was the guest of Hrrestan
and Mrva twenty-odd years ago. And it's for the same inportant reason

To save both our planets." She paused, watching Nrrna shake her head,
her eyes mournfully big as she struggled with her principles-her honor
"This is the tine to dare all. Al for one and one for all.” Nrrria
smled wanly at Kelly's joke, but it took two hours of solid persuasion
to get the Hrruban to see that Kelly's daring plan was the only option
open. Kelly ruefully insisted that this schene al so went agai nst
everyt hing she had been brought up to believe sacred and binding. But
someti nes one had to nmake exceptions. As Hrrestan and Mrva, and
Hrrul a, had made an exception of the six-year-old Todd.

Nrrna still experienced pangs of deep guilt over telling Dal key when the
medi cal shi pment was being sent out.

"This is the time for stouthearted femal es to save their menfol k, Nrrna.
O didn't you see those Hrruban heavies prow ing around the village
center?"

n V\hat ?u

"Go have a look,' Kelly said. "They're Third Speaker's or | don't know
nmy Hrruban insignias.



And they're arned." As a terrified Nrrna sidled cautiously out the back
flap, Kelly decided that if this wouldn't persuade the female, she'd
have to think of some other plan. Only nothing, absolutely nothing,
woul d conme to mind

when Nrrna returned, she was shivering and the fur along her entire
stripe stood up.

"They are very powerful males. They are dangerous. They |ook for
Hrriss." She took Kelly by the hand. "W nust go to First Speaker.

Such mal es should not be on Rrala. They should not be in our village."
There wasn't time to wait until dark, for the males mght take to
searching the houses and Kelly didn't think they'd like finding a
Hayuman in a Hrruban village right then. She covered her bright hair
with an edge of a sleeping fur and wapped herself in Nrrna's big w nter
cl oak, the all-inmportant dossier clutched to her chest with one arm

"W don't have to go to the Treaty Island grid to get to Hruba, do we?"
Kel |y asked, suddenly realizing that her mad schene had a few | arge
holes init.

"No, we can reach Hrruba fromhere,' Nrrna reassured her. For once the
little femal e had nade up her m nd, she was capable of as much coo
resolution as Kelly. "Until the Island grid was established, al

shi pping and travel were done through the village grids. It is only to
satisfy the Controller of what is being sent in and out of Rrala that
all goods now go first to the Island.”

"Where are we likely to find the First Speaker?"

"First we will go to the Executive Cube which houses the Speakers

chanmbers. Someone there will direct us to First Speaker Hrruna." Nrrna
was pressing the appropriate codes into the transport controls. She
gestured for Kelly to step up onto the grid. "If they do not arrest us
first.

Their first bit of good luck was that they arrived late in the Hrruban
night. No one was i mediately visible, although they heard the runble
of several voices issuing froma side corridor. Together they raced
down the nearest aisle until they spotted a curtained al cove.

They dove behind this and sank to the floor, their knees cocked so that
they woul d not disturb the fall of the draperies.

when |ight began to filter through the sootcovered wi ndow, Nrrna
carefully crept out to find out where she mght find the First Speaker's
quarters. She returned to Kelly, who had been fearful of discovery,
that at any nonent, a functionary would arrive to pull back the
curtains.

"The Council is not in session today,' Nrrna whispered to Kelly.

"The First Speaker has expressed a wish to be alone in his retreat."
Kel ly's hopes crashed about her. Nrrna gave her hand a little pat, her
eyes gleam ng. "The chief of the Council chanber told ne how beauti ful
was the First Speaker's retreat and | do not think he realized that he
also told nme exactly where it is. W nust go swiftly while there are
not too many using the slidewal ks.” Then she winkl ed her nose. "Even



in that cloak, Kelly, you do not stand or walk or even snell like a
Hrruban. "

"It's too late to worry about a mnor detail like that,' Kelly said,
ner vousness maki ng her snappi sh

"What about ne |inping and crouching over like I'm ancient or hurt?"
"That is a very good idea, Kelly, and Nrrna nodded approvingly.

"I amyour dutiful daughter, taking you to see the beauties of the
count rysi de.

It is fortuitous that the fur you took is a white pelt.

Here." Nrrna made some rapid adjustnents with her delicate hands, and,
al though Kelly felt she was nore in danger of suffocation than

di scovery, she let Nrrna's strong hands guide her as she settled into a
linping gait which she felt suggested advanced age and decrepitude.

Wth corridors and aisles separating bl ocklike buildings nany | evels
deep, Hrruba was not unlike Earth, which surprised Kelly, though she
managed only a few glinpses behind the folds of the pelt.

They rode a sl ow noving beltway to a renpote section of the capital city
of Hrruba. Around them Hrruban workers, clad in tool belts or robes to
denot e profession and status, passed themon every side. The only

di fferences between the Human workers of Earth and the Hrrubans were the
preponderance of bright colors in the latter's dress, the inborn grace
wi th which they noved, and the scent. Scent, not snell, for although it
was just as strong as the odors of Earth's passages, it was different.

"Do not speak if anyone bunps you,' Nrrna whispered. "Your Hrruban is
good, but your accent would informanyone that you are froma col ony."
"I couldn't talk if I wanted to. 1s it much farther?" Kelly nurmnured.

Her right hip was protesting the unnatural gait, and she ached to
stretch her back up.

Nrrna peered at the lettering on the block they were passing, and her
pupils contracted to slits in the strong light. "Not very far. W are
neari ng the passageway. W nust get off as soon as we see a lift.

First Speaker lives on the top floor." Hrruna's retreat was in a
wel | - soundpr oof ed bl ock of the Hrruban residential conplex. To the
surprise of both Kelly and Nrrna, no one guarded the entrance or any of
the Iifts. Though only one, Nrrna discovered, went as far as the
twenty-second story. Wen the lift stopped, the door slid back and, to
their utter consternation, the First Speaker faced them Later Kelly
woul d renenber that a green light blinked above the Iift, informng the
First Speaker that someone was conming to his retreat.

"By the first nother, what brings such a lovely young one to the door of
such an old man? 1Is this your nother who cones to entreat ne?

O to protect her cub?" He beckoned themto | eave the protection of the
lift.

Once they had noved on into the first of the boxlike roons that
conprised the retreat, Kelly opened her hood. Hrruna's eyes w dened
with surprise and the barest trace of amusenent.



"Not an aged and grieving nother, but a redheaded Hayuman. | have heard
that such hair color is possible but never have | seen it." H s w se
eyes tw nkl ed at her.

what surprised her nbost was his voice, clear and nusical, and young! She
could not believe that the greatest Hrruban of all would sound so young.
She had met sone of the other Speakers who cane to New Home Weeks or

ot her cel ebrations of inportance on Rrala, but First rarely left Hrruba.

He had been old when the Treaty was first signed, but, in the

i ntervening years, he seenmed to have changed little fromhis image in
the old tapes. Hi s nmane was as white as snow, and the fur on his face
and chest was faded, too, naking a striking setting for the
characteristic bright green eyes of his kind.

First's eyes, under fluffy frontal crests which served the catlike race
for eyebrows, were kindly and w se.

Kelly felt quite shy under his scrutiny, but she knew i mredi ately that
she could trust him So she fell to her knees, threw back her cloak
and deposited the precious pouch of docunments on the fl oor before him

As Nrrna appeared to be speechless, Kelly began in her best High
Hrruban. "My nane is Kelly Solinari. This is Nrrna, daughter of Urrda

W canme from Rral a seeking an audi ence with you. W apol ogi ze nost
profoundly for disturbing you in the privacy of your retreat but we had
no opti on save an appeal directly at your feet." The old Hrruban's jaw
dropped wi th pleasure.

"That sort of posture is all very well for formal occasions, young Kelly
Solinari,' he said, responding in Mddle Hruban, "but this is not an
official visit or I should have been inforned of it by the appropriate
underling. Please, raise yourself and wal k as a Hayunman shoul d, tal

and proud. And be welcome in nmy horme." This was evidently the dayroom
furnished in a fashion simlar to that of the Treaty Controller's
apartnments on Doona. A translucent panel gave onto a terrace, open to
the sky and surrounded ol all sides by high walls.

The rarefied air had the chil of the mountains, though none could be
di stingui shed because of the walls. If Hrruba wa!

anything like Earth, many of its original heights hac been terrafornmed
into plateaus, to provide solic building bases for residences and
factories. Al th( view Hruna had was an unendi ng plain of buildings.
No wonder the Hrrubans were as desperate a the Terrans to find suitable
col ony worlds on whic to expand.

Soneone (and quite likely, Kelly thought1l

Hrruna) had filled this little space with colorful flowering plants from
t he hydroponics | aboratorie deep inside his planet, and fromthe wld
plains ol Rrala. The effect was the equival ent of a mniature Square
Mle park. Overhead, though neither heard nor seen, a forcescreen kept
out the choking pollution that stained the air above a sickly gray.

The at nosphere inside the conservatory was sweet with the scent of the
pl ants.

Hrruna beckoned to the girls to sit down in the garden. Kelly hadn't



been born yet when he acconpani ed Todd back to Doona to save the Human
colonists fromdeportation, and to negotiate the Treaty of Doona.

She had no i dea how he woul d receive the informati on she had for him
NOW.

"So what is it that nmakes two | ovely young ladies risk safety and
freedomto visit an old man?" Hrruna asked. He glanced warmy at Nrrna,
who was nade somewhat unconfortable by his openly ardent expression

Wth a deep breathl Kelly began. She had rehearsed what she woul d say
to Hruna, if they got to him "It is of the greatest inportance to us,
sir, that the Treaty of Rrala is renewed in two days. To cohabit and
cooperate with your people on that world a joy to all us Hayumans is,"'
Kelly said.

Despite Hrruna's use of Mddle Hruban, she couldn't switch from what
she had so carefully nmenorized. And she was certain she had the right
rhythm the pitch and inflection to say what was needed in High Hrruban
which was as difficult as singing opera. "There may be a difficulty to
the Renewal of the Treaty. W cone to you to prevent that difficulty.
The First Speaker Hrruna is the only, personage to prevent rapidly

appr oachi ng di saster.

"You are perhaps a friend of the young Zodd?" Hrruna asked in his kind
young- soundi ng voice. "I seemto have had several visits fromand on

t he behal f of that young man. What is it this tine? And do not worry
about the form of address. W speak as friends." Wth great relief,
Kelly lapsed into the nore familiar idiomto relate the events of the
past several weeks. \Wen appropriate, she handed himthe rel evant
docunentation. He read through Hriss's translations, sheet by sheet.

Al t hough not all Dalkey's lists had been done in Hrruban, there was nore
than enough in Hrruban script to show First Speaker sufficient proof of
illegal payments out of Spacedep funds. That is, if he chose to believe
that neither Todd nor Hrriss was guilty.

The First Speaker was skilled at posing questions in a natura
progression, naking the conversation a confortable chat instead of a
headl ong plea for help. Kelly hardly felt she was speaking to him of

pl anet - shaki ng matters in which the safety of her friends and her hone
was at stake. He considered everything she told himwith a gentle
gravity, nodding as she pointed out itens that had seemed to Todd to be
t he nost inportant.

"Why are you em ssaries of Zodd?" Hrruna asked at last, his jaw dropping
inasmle. "Wy did he not conme hinsel f?"

"He and his father have di sappeared. They are not the sort of people
who run fromtrouble,' Kelly said, once again feeling her crushing worry
for Todd' s safety.

"Neither son nor father is craven or thin-striped,' Hrruna said
encour agi ngl y.

"We're afraid they've been abducted."” Saying that aloud in Hruna's
presence made it sound so horribly true that Kelly burst into tears.

She was exhausted and worried. Nrrna sat beside her, hol ding her hand
and nuttering soothing phrases. Hrruna offered her a small gl ass of
clear water and she sipped it, determined to control herself. This was



no tine to show weakness. The water hel ped. Then she could tell Hrruna
what Todd and Hrriss had | earned at the Launch Center, what Kiachif had
di scovered about the incrimnating tapes, and if the tapes had been
falsified, that neither Todd nor Hrriss could have stol en anything they
were accused of stealing, including that awful Byzani an d ow Stone

"But M. Reeve was taken from his house, and Todd from the Launch
Center, by Commander Rogitel. They were taken by aircraft to the Treaty
Island to go by the grid to speak before the Anmal ganated Wrl ds pane

and they never got there." Kelly forced back tears. "They wanted to
clear their reputations. But they didn't even get that chance!" And
then she stuck her fists against her nmouth so she woul dn't disgrace
herself with nore tears.

"I do not |ike what you have told ne,' Hrruna said, his voice suddenly
soundi ng very ol d.

"It is the truth, nost honored Speaker,' Nrrna said, speaking for the
first tinme.

Kel Iy hi ccupped back her sobs. "You're the only one we know who can
demand an investigation into their disappearance. No one on Earth even
cares what happens to them " she added bitterly.

"Pl ease, please, nost honored First Speaker, help us! Help Rrala!"
Nrrna's voice was | ow but so sweetly inploring that Hruna | eaned down
to pat her cheek.

"I must assist you,' Hrruna said, his voice kindly but firm "I have
known rmuch of what you rel ated, but you have al so brought ne the proofs
which were withheld, or falsified, or conveniently m splaced." Hrruna
chuckl ed, a series of throaty grunts.

"I was truly unable to interfere until now. The continuation of the
Rralan colony is far nmore inportant to me, as Hrruna, and as First
Speaker .

than | amwlling to let any of ny coll eagues realize.

If, however, | tried to interfere, that would give | eave to others who
are less altruistic to neddle in their own fashions and for their own
reasons, which would not be as benevolent as mne. So | sheathe ny
claws to give others no excuse to sharpen theirs.

They are conpelled to show restraint, or suffer censure. A subtle neans
to an end but sonmetines a nore potent weapon than it first appears. \Wen
reputati on and honor are nore inportant than life, it becones a greater

| ever." He sighed. "Perhaps not |ong enough a lever, for it does not
appear to have unbal anced Rrala's greatest foes. | have been watching
this contest froma distance. The players are not only fearfu

Hayumans. Some are very powerful ly connected Hrruban xenophobes,

i ncluding ones living on Rrala, who are trying to abort the Treaty."
"You know all this?" Kelly asked, and then bit her tongue for such

i mpudence. "I beg your pardon, honored sir,' she said hunbly.

She hadn't |earned quite enough at Alreldep. She really had no business
dealing at such a | evel

First Speaker took no offense. "I have ny sources,' he said.



"Young Hrrula has not been idle throughout all this, reporting directly
tonme. He is intelligent and nost discreet. | value his observations
enornously. He is devoted to Rrala, as well as to his world of birth.

If you had asked him he might have been able to bring you directly to
ne.

Hrrestan knows of my trust in Hrrula.” Kelly and Nrrna | ooked at one
anot her in amazenent. "I didn't know that. Neither of us knew that.
And with Hrriss gone . . ." She broke off.

"Exceptions have been made before now,' Hrruna said enigmatically.

"But soneone has |lowered hinmself to the dishonorable practice of
ki dnapping. | see the ramfications of that clearly.

If Zodd and Hrriss do not appear in court with the proofs you have shown
me, they are guilty by default. One nore tool has been used by the
hands of those w thout honor who would see Rrala fail

The invol vement of Admiral Landreau, Conmander Rogitel, and Codep
Varnorian is known.

The di shonorable Hruban is not."

"It's the Treaty Controller working under Third Speaker's orders,' Kelly
said, and then cl osed her eyes because now she had to admit to her own
di shonorable sins. "I, urn, | sneaked into Treaty Controller's roons to
| ook for that docunment box Nrrna and | knew he had received and which he
was so fussed about.

Vll, we had to know what he meant by the days being nunbered,' she
sai d, defending herself, but Hruna nerely | ooked amused. "I couldn't
unlock it, but it had been seal ed by Third Speaker's personal sigil."
"There is no crime in his receiving such a package,' Hrruna remn nded
them "Third is his sponsor, after all."

"Yes, but why did he feel it necessary to hide that case in a specially
made pl ace at the bottom of a chest instead of putting it in the safe in
his office or in the Archives? If the docunents were innocuous, why
didn't they arrive in a courier pouch?"

"You took out all the drawcrs in his bureau?" Hrruna asked, chuckling
merrily. Kelly turned red.

"I am not judging your actions, child. But | do see the point of your
suspicions. Third may indeed be involved in this conspiracy. 1t is not
beyond hi m when he feels thwarted. Yes, | amsure he is not uninvol ved.
Rrala is a nightmare to him If the Treaty is not renewed, he would be
uni magi nably relieved."

"Pl ease, honored sir.

Don't let themscuttle the Treaty! Surely you can keep Treaty
Controller fromlistening to the pessimsts on Hruba?" Kelly begged.

"Rralans are no threat to Hrruban society,' Nrrna said. "W want to
l[ive our own life in peace." Hrruna nodded his approval. "I think it
woul d be best if Rrala continued as it is, | agree. But there are those

who feel that once we unleash the ocelot, we will cease to be master of



the hunt, and one day nay even becone prey. An all-Hrruban colony will
behave as any Hrrubans will anywhere el se. Wen you add in the Hayuman
factor, behavior beconmes nore uncertain. | prefer to trust, but others
cannot .

It is not intheir natures. | must not interfere in the negotiations or
deci sions of the Council, or it would not be a genuine agreenent. It
woul d be forced.

But | will see what | can do to keep others from neddling so deeply."
Wth some difficulty, First Speaker rose stiffly to his feet.

"Aline of inquiry will be initiated i mediately, even though | said
woul d spend ny day in private. | hope, pretty one,' he addressed Nrrna,
"that you will stay, so we can get to know one another better

Though | amold, | would be entirely at your assistance, should you care
to remain with me." Nrrna shot Kelly a black-pupilled | ook of entreaty
and the fur stood up on the backs of her forearns and on her tail. Such
an invitation fromthe First Speaker was a high honor and Nrrna coul d
not think of howto answer in a polite but negative way.

It had been one thing for her to vie with other females for Hrriss's
notice, but to diplomatically extricate herself fromthe attention of
anot her, nore assertive male, especially one of the broadest Stripe on
Hrruba was nore than she coul d handl e.

Kel ly had noticed how fascinated Hruna was with Nrrna's dainty beauty
and realized it was now her turn to rescue her friend before Nrrna
real ly pani cked.

"0 nost honorable First Speaker, how we wi sh we could stay, both of us."
Kelly ignored the glance he flicked at her that suggested the Hayuman
had not been included in his invitation. She rose to her feet.

"But we will be missed and awkward questions night arise from our

di sappearance - especially as we are known to be the prom sed nmates of
Todd and Hrriss.”" Gving Kelly a | ong and sonewhat anused | ook, Hrruna
shook his head. "I suggest both of you remain with ne, for safety's
sake, ny dear Hayuman. A tactful message will be sent to Hrrula to
settle disquiet in both your houses. But should any whisper fall upon
the breezes near Treaty Island that you have cone to the First Speaker
you would be in nortal danger if you returned to Rrala."

"Ch,' Kelly said in a very small voice. She sat down again and
exchanged | ooks of alarmwith Nrrna. Put in that |ight, neither of them
was eager to go.

Hrruna's jaw dropped as he watched the byplay between them

"I was preparing food when the lift light flashed that visitors were on

their way to ne. Cone, we will eat together, for we will need our
strength. You may even assist me. Then we will set to work, for there
is more to be done than | thought and I will need your assistance

"That's what we cane to get,1 Kelly said, and grinned broadly at him
Nrrna even managed a soft purr.

Hrriss had found a safe haven with the Reeve famly, keeping out of
sight in the house and trying to piece together fromthemwhat Kelly and



Nrrna rnigit have |l earned that had sent theminto hiding, too.
According to his betrothed' s nmother, Kelly had arrived to see Nrrna.

She had left Calypso in the village pasture and her saddle was still in
Nrrna's room Mrva had been busy with her tasks, somewhat worried by
the strangers in the village center, and when she had gone to call the
girls to eat at midday, they were gone. No one had seen them since.

"I"ve called all the nearby ranches and no one has seen either Kelly or
Nrrna,' Pat Reeve told Hrriss.

"Did you have any luck?" Hrriss had contacted every Hrruban he knew to
be trustworthy, and some had set out discreet search groups to the farns
around Nrrna's honme village and sone of the ranches where Nrrna had
friends, but no one renmenbered seeing the girls.

"If she left Calypso, she's not anywhere a horse could go,' Pat said.
She was past worry, and into nunbness, but she could still sense others
pai n.

Hrriss had only just been reunited with Todd after a traumatic
separation, and now he had nore troubles to concern him Hrwul a had
told Pat discreetly that if she saw either Todd or Hrriss, they nust be
prepared to appear before the Councillors or be judged guilty by
default. He devoutly hoped that one or both woul d appear at the

appoi nted time.

Robi n cane home from school with another black eye and many scratches
and brui ses.

"They're saying my brother's too much of a coward and he's flitted. They
say Hrriss has run, too, which proves both of themare guilty as sin!"
Robin was nearly in tears and refused to Il et his nother or his sister
touch his injuries. "And | can't even tell "emyou haven't run. And
they won't listen when | tell "emnmy brother wouldn't! It's not fair.

They weren't saying such things about Todd and you and Kelly at the
Snake Hunt, and that wasn't that |long ago." Robin didn't quite succunb
to tears in front of Hrriss but it was touch and go.

"There are as many whom you have not seen today who do not believe that
of either of us, Robin,' Hrriss said. "Hrulais one. Vic Solinari is
another. And Lon Adjei."

"And Captain Al Kiachif!" And, light-footed as ever, the spacefarer
stood in the doorway.

Hearing his voice, Pat ran out fromthe kitchen
"Any news?"

"I'f you call no news good news, Patricia, then |I've plenty of good
tidings,' the swarthy spacer said, shaking his head.

"I"ve been listening in among nmy captains. No one reports transshi pping
any nystery guests off this planet in the dead of night, or know ng
anyone who did. Any package that |ooks big enough to hold an unwilling
prisoner, or one past caring, if you understand and forgive nme, has been
opened, turned over, and shaken. There's no trace of either of your



men, either heading toward Earth or going in the exact opposite

direction." Kiachif grinaced apol ogetically. "I've been on to Mirp, by,
the supercargo at Main Station, Earth. No one 5 come by to claimthat
beacon yet. I'mstill hoping soneone mght sol can tie a can to his
tail.

No of fense neant, Hrriss."

"None zaken, Captain. | have sent nore nmessages to our friends on
Earth,' Hrriss said. "M father was there when they left to Zreaty
Island. W have so little time left, but | believe they are on Earth."

"Earth's a dammed big place to find two Humans, |addie,' Kiachif said
grimy. "1'd have nore |luck searchi ng space

The radi o buzzed and Pat grabbed up the handset, her face wild with her
desperate hope for good news.

"Yes, Vic? . - - They are? But where? You don't know? Then how can
you be sure. . . Onh, Hrula Wll, yes, | do trust himas you do Yes,
yes, | understand. Onh, | think |I do understand!" There was a gl ow on

her worn face when she turned to the rest of the room "Vic Solinari
has had a nessage fromHrrula. Kelly is safe, and Nrrna." Pat reached
out to grip Hrriss's armreassuringly.

"Where did they get to, then?" Kiachif asked.

"Hrrula would only say that they are in the safest place they could
possibly be. W're not to worry about them" Hrriss threw his head up
hi s shoul ders back, and his eyes began to gleam "Zzoo! Zat Kelly,'
and his laughter was a |loud purr of mxed satisfaction and surprise.

"Where are they, Hrriss?" Pat asked, giving his arma shake as she
peered up into his face.

"Wth the best friend we could have right now. "
"I think | get what you mean, mlad,' Kiachif said, and w nked.

Dal key Petersham strai ghtened his narrow collar before answering his
comink line's signal. Six hundred hours was an odd tine for a call,
but fortunately he was already up and dressed. Kelly again? She was
al ways turning up at odd tines.

Dal key switched on the unit. The screen displayed the face of a man
he'd never seen before, but he certainly recognized the uniform Pol dep
Dal key gul ped. He knew he was being watched in the office now, but
pretended he didn't. Partly because he really didn't want to be under
observation. That only resulted in unpl easant ness sooner or |ater

Fortunately he'd sent all he could to Kelly wi thout breaking into the
current data banks, so perhaps they'd stop watching himif he went
strictly about his proper business. He still didn't know how Kelly had
talked himinto stripping those old files, but Kelly had a way with her
And it had been fun, delving into files, showi ng how cleverly he could
penetrate nmassive files and extract just the information he needed. |If
only soneone el se would realize that Dal key Petersham had untapped
potenti al .

But why was a Pol dep inspector calling himat this hour? Spacedep had



t heir own-and Dal key gul ped agai n-di sci plinary branch. Then he
renenbered that Kelly had gone to Poldep, so this call mght have nore
to do with Kelly Solinari than Dal key Petersham

"This is Sanpson DeVeer,' the noustachioed man said. "This is the
conmuni cati ons nunber left by a young woman who has been assisting nme in
one of ny inquiries. A Mss Geen.

Kelly! Then he had lulled suspicion in his office.

Rel i eved, Dal key wondered if he should try to | ook dashi ng and
piratical, suitable for the acquai ntance of a police informant, or as
harm ess as possi bl e.

Harm ess seemed nore sensible. You lived longer if no one felt
threatened by you. He let his shoulders hunch forward a little bit and
tried to | ook clerkish. "Yes, sir?"

"I have received a request from another quarter to | ocate one of the
subj ects concerned in that investigation,' DeVeer said obscurely. He
wai t ed, and Dal key realized that he wanted Dal key to prove he knew what
the officer was tal king about.

"That woul dn't be a nenber of the Reeve fanmily, would it?" Dal key asked,
and DeVeer nodded. "Has that party been found?"

"Ahem how did you know the party was m ssing?" DeVeer asked.

"Ms. Reeve inquired by way of conp-line if by any chance one of her

rel ati ves had been in touch with nme,' Dal key replied, thinking there was
no harmin that. "She doesn't think they got as far as here.

The man sighed gently and snmoot hed his noustache with a fingertip.

"That is a possibility which this office has been investigating.

W t hought you might help."

"I'f I should hear fromeither of them | will contact you i mediately."
Dal key felt that was safe to say.

"Pl ease be sure to.

There was sonet hi ng om nous about that phrasing but the call was
di sconnect ed.

Hrringa didn't often | eave the Hrruban Center.

Hayumans shoul d be accustonmed to Hrrubans by now, but he was al ways
consci ous of stares, discreet, indirect observations. Nor could he tel
if this was mere curiosity, bad manners, or outright hostility.

The | ast seened unlikely, judging by what he had observed of Them

Their | ack of expression bothered himnost, for he could not tell, as he
could of any Hrruban countenance, what they felt: their eyes black dots
in the center of oblong white orbs. Wthout another of his kind to keep

hi m company, he often felt hinself a hostage on Earth.

Shoul d sonething go very wong with the Treaty he nmight be elimnated by



a tribe of these expressionless white-eyed folk, even if physically he
wa | arger than nost, and certainly stronger. That he m ght be faced
with death on this posting had been subtly suggested to himin his
original briefing. He had been chosen fromthe young applicants of man
di stingui shed stripes because of his cal mnature, excellent bearing, and
di pl omatic training.

"The Zreaty is at a crucial stage, as | amcertairi you are awarrre,’
Hrringa said to Rogitel when he was finally adnitted to the Spacedep
subchiefs office. Wth Terran officials, he spoke Terran. "1

have juzt been approached by an official of yin Poldep. He asks is it
possi bl e zat | wass given the wrong date and hourr for the arrival of
the Rrevs9.

| was zold to expect zein. Zey have not cone. i waited all that night
for zeir appearrance, and sel the alarrrnms so that | would be awakened
zereaftei by the activation of the grid."

"Alarms?" Rogitel asked. His face remained still.

but he felt agitated. He had been waiting for report fromthe nen he
had hired to wait for the Reeves outside Alreldep bl ock, and was
concerned at the delay. This was a snag he had not anti ci pated.

that the Reeves had failed to appear inside the Hruban Center
The Hrruban's tail |ashed once in dismy. "Yes.

motion alarrnms. | do not usually set zein because no otherrs of ny
species are perrmitted on Arrth.

and the only Hayuman outpost with a grid is Rrala, so | do not see mnuch
traffic. There is no need to arrise in the off-shifts to rrceive a
nonsenti ent shipnent, the nost frequent use of the grid."

"True." Rogitel wasted few words, especially ones that m ght be
m sconst r ued.

"The alarrns are very sensizive. Nothing set zein off, not yesterday,
and not zoday. | tessted zein nysself just beforre | came to be certain
that they were in worrking orrder and zey are. Zo | must ask you,
onorred sir, has something happened to delay the Rrevs?

Surely if they were sumoned by the court, zey would have cone?
Zey are known to be honornable men. Am1l in error?"

"You are not,' the commander said. "The Anmal ganated Worl ds court was
waiting for them" Rogitel stood up and nodded curtly to the Hrruban

"Thank you for coming to see ne, honored sir. | will look into the
matter, and bring it to the aflention of my superior."” Hrringa bowed and
left.

Wthin the hour, Admiral Landreau appeared in the Hrruban Center and
demanded i nstant aneous transport to Doona. He was upset. He had been
expecting to hear in bloody detail how Rogitel's hired toughs disposed
of the Reeves and found out that the damed nui sances had not even
reached Earth! Rogitel was in trouble, for not verifying that the



prisoners had not been taken into custody by his hirelings and di sposed
of as arranged. There was only the one fast way back to Earth-by the
Hrruban Center's grid. Had soneone tipped off tl Reeves as to the
reception awaiting then?

Landreau had thoroughly enjoyed |istening the furor anong the Doonan

col oni sts, caused i the m dnight sumons of the Reeves to appe before
the Amal gamated Worl ds panel. Wat h<' happened? Rogitel had seen them
safely toti Treaty Island grid. They had been transferred that

abom nabl e nechanism but the nmen waitii outside the Hrruban Center
swore blind th neither Reeve had left the block. None of ti corner
nmonitors at each angle of the buildir recorded anyone passing, in either
direction. Cou the runornmongers on Doona be correct? cowards had done a
flit? Unless, and Landre considered this possibility, they had been in
cahoo with the grid operator on Doona and got ther selves transported to
some village where they we no doubt lying lowuntil after the Treaty was
ratifie Landreau swore under his breath. Damed ca couldn't be trusted
to do even the sinplest thin like key in a proper grid destination. The
wretcht felines had been a thorn in his side all along.

t hose Reeves were hidden sonmewhere on Doon he'd find themif it was the
last thing that he cv did in his life.

He continued muttering to hinmself while Hrrin hastened to set the
controls for transmission Treaty Island. The engul fing snmoke rose arour
himand blotted out the Hrruban's expressionle cat face.

Landreau grunted in relief as he recognized tl Treaty Island facility
and strode off the platform

Yes, that was what had happened. The bedammed grid operator had
redirected the Reeves sonewhere on Doona. Wy hadn't Rogitel checked
the settings? O had the Treaty Controller do so? Slack discipline,
that! You had to do everything yourself to see it done properly.

Landreau wheel ed, confronting the grid operator directly.

"What is your name?" he demanded of the astonished Hrruban. Al grid
operators understood Standard. Had to.

"Hrrenya,' the Hrruban replied, surprised.

"Who is your superior?" treaty Controller,' the catman answered, backing
away from Landreau and blinking his eyes.

"He is seniorr diplomaz on Rrala "You were on duty three nights back?
When the Treaty Controller and Commander Rogitel brought the Reeves
here? D you know the Reeves? The Hrruban nodded qui ckly.

"Where did you send thenf"

"To Arrth as | was inzructed, honorred sir." "You didn't!" Landreau
shouted. "You didn't!

They never arrived on Earth. Were did you send then? Somepl ace right
here on Doona. Isn't that right?" Landreau's rising voice had attracted
attention.

Qut of a nearby corridor, three of the Treaty Councillors hurried toward
the grid, the Controller among them The grid operator tried to keep



his dignity, tried to remain calm but the Hayuman's face was grow ng
very red and, without fur to cover it, it was a terrifying sight. Gid

operators were ii trained in diplomatic matters, so Hrenya intensely
relieved to see assistance near at hand "Adniral Landreau,' the Treaty
Controller sn ped out in Hruban. "Wy are you berating 0 operator? You

shoul d report any insubordinati or inpudence to nme. "Were are Ken and
Todd Reeve?" Landre turned on the Controller as perhaps the genuinc
guilty party in this absurd m scarriage. He stu bornly kept to his own
| anguage, too enraged exercise any courtesy until he had the answers i
had come to find.

"What ?" the Controller demanded, as stubborr replying in Hrruban

"Are they not on Terra? Yi demanded their presence there three days
ago.

nysel f witnessed their departure.
"What do you mean, they're not here? Yo drone there,' and Landreau

swung an armtoward the grid operator, whose tail was between his |egs
in fear, "sent them somewhere here on Dooi instead of back to Earth so

they could answer f their crimes. They are ny prisoners. | denmand th
t he Reeves be produced and sent imrediately stand trial. "You demand?"
the Hrruban snarled, the poill of his teeth exposed.

Treaty Controller flewinto rage. "You have di shonored our people who

live ( Rrala, by using these Humans, whom you ha' yourself nisplaced, to
commit foul crines again the Treaty which you pretend to support.

If you cannot find themon your planet, then that is r 42S fault of

ours. Seek to set your own tribe in order wthout falsely accusing

t hose of another." Landreau's nomentum cane to a dead halt. The Treaty
Controller's anger was too genuine to have been faked. Landreau was a
fair judge of knowing truth fromlie and the Treaty Controller obviously
told the truth-or what he thought was the truth.

If the Reeves had transported, why hadn't Rogitel's men detained thenf?
O did that fur-faced Hrringa assist themand send them out of the
Hrruban Center a secret way? He'd never been too happy with the secrecy
shi el ding the Hrruban Center from outside interference.

"Naturally you woul d defend your enpl oyee,' Landreau began, trying

anot her tack. "How do you know that he was not got at? Bribed? Those
men shoul d have been sent toEarth to answer for their offenses. They
did not arrive. They are still on Doona!" Treaty Controller drew

hi nsel f up indignantly, |ooking down with great condenscension on the
stocky smaller Human. "W have nore inportant nmatters to debate than

t he whereabouts of two troubl esomre Hayumans. |[|f the young Reeve does
not appear at his trial, lie is by default guilty and so is his partner

incrime. W are constrained to continue for the next two days to work
out details which may, indeed, be irrelevant. But we are by honor bound
to conti nue.

He swept magnificently away, though the other Councillors did not

i mediately follow. The snmall worman who had net the Admiral 6n his |ast
visit, Madam Dupui s, gazed at himsteadily, as if she trying to read
his mind. D d she know sonething his secret plans?

"You have no jurisdiction to search Dooi Admiral,' she said in a cold
expressionless voi( "Go back to Earth. Were you belong." S signalled



to the grid operator, repeating her or( in her fluent Hrruban and
wai ted, arnms fol ded, see that her order was obeyed.

Unconfortabl e on many counts, Landreau h to step back on the grid and
hope that the presen of Madam Dupuis neant that the grid operat would
explicitly follow his orders

When Ken tried to nove, his head hurt, and | wists were pressed agai nst
the small of his bac H s hands were nunb. He tried to turn over ai pul
them apart to restore circulation, but i couldn't nove.

He opened his eyes to the u encouraging sight of a dull gray wall.

Squirmng, i tried to free his hands, but they were tied by a ta binding
that allowed no slack he could use to fri them He turned his head in a
qui ck survey. The wasn't nuch light, but sufficient to see Todd's lin
body on a fiat plank of wood similar to the ol under him

"Todd?" Ken said, trying his voice

Todd was on a flat plank of a bed that widentical to his own. As Ken's
eyes grew accu toned to the dimlight, he saw the bruises on tl boy's
face, blood on his nose, cheeks, and chin, hi old blood, dried.

Torn clothes reveal ed bloc:: scratches and nore discol oring bruises.

But at |east the blood was clofled and dried. Todd was breat hi ng
heavily through his mouth, not surprising, for his nose was probably
broken. At least he was breathing. Ken renmenbered the two of them
st andi ng back-to-back, fighting for their |ives against too nunerous
assail ants.

When the transport mst had cleared after their departure from Treaty
I sl and, Ken had been struck across the back with sonething hard, like a
bar .

The force of the bl ow had dropped himto his knees. Gasping with pain
and surprise, Ken struggled to his feet to defend hinsel f against the
attacki ng Hrrubans. Denanding that they identify thensel ves and
repeating his own name brought no answer save for grunts at the punches
he | anded wherever he could. Ken Reeve had westled a few steers in his
day and, bigger though the Hrrubans were, they only had two | egs.

Wth a well-ained kick, he forced one attacker to his knees, kicking the
sheat h knife out of his hand and ducking the claws that swi ped at him as
t he Hrruban sprang up

Then the prehensile tail wapped around Ken's waist |ike a snake.

Their caudal appendages weren't really very strong. They were nade for
hol di ng, not subduing. Ken jerked an el bow down hard over the joint
between two of the snmall bones under the fur

The Hrruban let out a wail of pain and whipped his tail out of reach
But then soneone junped Ken from behind, trying to throttle him He
ki cked out at another who | eaped at himin a frontal attack, catching
himin the throat, snapping the fringed jaw shut, and knocki ng hi m
unconsci ous.

Anot her Hrruban nerely lifted both Ken's Ieg off the ground while the



one behind himforced hi: hands together. Ken knew from sounds beyond
bin that Todd had been acquitting hinself well agains such overwhel ning
nunbers of assailants. As Kei waited bravely for his neck to be broken
he fel only that his hands and | egs were being tied tightly So they
weren't trying to kill him just capture himHe | ooked toward Todd,
struggling in the hands o three Hrrubans. One thing was certain with s(
many Hrrubans around: they were not on Earth Had they been diverted to
Hr ruba?

Though Todd had the height and heft of hi attackers, he couldn't quite
fight free. Years O riding and hard work had given himthe strength 0 a
mul e, and the Hrrubans couldn't pull himdown Wile Todd was still on
his feet, Ken had hope, anc filling his lungs, he started to yell at the
top of hi voice in Hrruban.

"Hel p! Soneone! Help us! W are being deniec honorable treatment!"
Todd added his voice, shouting in H gh Hrubar for the Speakers. Whet her
or not they were or Hrruba, such a cry should raise an al arm near by
Their yelling upset their assailants. The one behinc Ken began to cl out
hi m across the mouth to silencc him Ken withed, trying to evade the
blows wit} his bound arms. Suddenly he heard Todd's shout end abruptly.
Then a pair of fists caught himon the point of his chin, and that was
the end of his fight.

Now Ken squirmed and rolled until he gol hinself into a sitting
position. The sound of a throat being cleared told himthat the two of
themwere not alone in their small, gray prison. Ken glanced over to
the far corner of the room Two Hrrubans in the harness of official
guards sat in chairs beyond the end of the small chanber, closed off to
the corridor by a wall of bars. Ken peered at them

They were both of a very narrow Stripe. They |ooked unnmarked, so they
were unlikely to be part of the gang that had attacked them The narrow
Stripes wore only bare harnesses, giving Ken no idea of where they were
and which faction had captured them However, he could rule out Earth
because of the presence of so many Hrrubans, though the corridors beyond
t he chamber rem nded himof Earth. They could have been taken to any
one of several dozen Hrruban-settled worlds.

"Todd? Wake up, son!" Ken whispered. He eased hinself slowy along the
bench until he was sitting opposite Todd's head. Neither of the guards
nmoved, either to help himor to nake himlie down again.

Trussed up as he was, guards were no nore than a formality. H's
novenment had been noticed and the Hrrubans nuttered between themin Low
Hr r uban.

Todd stirred, and his eyes opened. Ken noticed that his chin was dark
with stubble. They had been unconscious a long time, perhaps even a
day. Todd started to sit up, and winced at the pain of his bruised
nmuscles. "Wiere are we, Dad?"

"I don't know, Todd,' Ken said. He caught Todd's eye and then | ooked
significantly toward the barred wall.

"But it sure isn't Earth. Todd turned his head and opened his nouth but
Ken i ntervened.

"No, son, don't. Don't speak Hrruban. Just before you woke up, one of
themsaid to the other, "They're a lot nore docile than Third said



they'd be."' "Ch?" Todd raised his eyebrows at that indiscretion

"This pair obviously don't know we understand their |anguage." Ken
smled grimy. "If we keep |listening, we may hear something even nore
val uable. Here, nove toward me and 1'll see if | can't undo your

bi ndi ngs. Hey, untie us, would you?" he asked the guards loudly in
Terran. The two Hrrubans stared at Ken w thout saying a word and then
went back to their own conversation.

"I don't think they understand Terran,' Ken said with satisfaction
"So does Third plan to kill us?" Todd asked with commendabl e detachment.

"I think not or they'd have done so during the fight on the grid,' Ken
said grimy. "No, they want us alive and |1'd give anything to know
why. "

"So | can't appear at that trial and Hriss and | are judged guilty by
nmy default?" Todd suggested.

"Coul d be, son, since it was Third Speaker who nade your innocence a
sticking point for Treaty Renewal .

Bot h kept working surreptitiously to release their hands. |If the guards
t hought them docile, so much the better for the success of their efforts
to free thensel ves.

Plainly bored by a long stretch, the two guards | eaned together and
began to speak. They didn't bother to |l ower their voices, believing
that their bareskin prisoners did not understand Hrruban

Their conversation was | ess than conplinentary about the cravens they
had no real need to guard.

When one said that the bareskins would be easy to subdue, after all, Ken
and Todd redoubled their efforts to free thensel ves.

Todd got his hands loose first. He stifled an inadvertent gasp as bl ood
rushed to his fingers, causing excruciating pain. As soon as they
wor ked again, he noved closer to his father and unbound him

They' d have to be very careful getting their legs free. Perhaps if they
pretended to sleep . . . It was when Todd shifted cautiously onto one
side that he realized what had been taken from hi m

"Dad! They've taken it.
"What ?"

"Al'l the documents we were going to show the panel, to prove ne
i nnocent, to prove Landreau's conspiracy.

Ken's groan was genuine. |In Third Speaker's possession, those docunents
were pure gelignite!

He cl osed his eyes, knowi ng total defeat of all he'd strived to build,
all he hoped for the future of the Doonai Rrala Experinent. He couldn't
| ook at Todd, but the boy's soft angui shed npban told himthat Todd
under st ood t he scope of the disaster



CHAPTER 11

ON ThE DM5S OF ThE ASSEMBLY HALL, elders fromall ten villages of Doona
waited for the huge crowd of colonists to come to order. The
transportation grid on the Hrruban side of the Friendship Bridge had
been busy all day, bringing in anyone and everyone fromall over the

pl anet who wanted to hel p organize the celebration for Treaty Renewal
Day. Carts and flitters full of food and decorations |lined the paths
outside and spilled over into the garden. Children caught the nood of
excitement fromtheir parents, who whi spered anong thensel ves about the
upcom ng great event.

"Pl ease!" Hrrestan shouted over the din. "W have nmuch to do before
tomorrow. My we have your attention, please?"

"I"'mglad | lived to see this day,' said Hu Shih, smling through his
spectacles at his friends, both Human and Hrruban. "The cel ebration
tomorrow will be both a tribute to all the hard work we have put in and

an acknow edgnent of the cooperation between our races."

"If there is any celebration to | ook forward to,' Anne Boncyk said
sourly, fromjust in front of the dais. She had been passing on the
whi spers she heard to anyone who'd |listen that Ken Reeve and his son
Todd had di sappeared rather than appear in court to defend allegations
agai nst them

"They're probably headed for one of the outer worlds where they have al
t hat noney hi dden away,' she confided out |oud to Randall McKee.

But she picked the wong target for such a statenent.

"You know better than that, Anne,' Randall replied, rising to the
def ense of both Reeves.

"Yes, indeed,' and Vic Solinari joined MKee, facing down the woman's
gossip. "There'll be a bl oody dammed good expl anation for their
di sappearance, just you wait and see."

"Il wait but | don't think I'll see,' she replied tauntingly. "Those
Reeves never could run things right."

"Confound it, Anne Boncyk,' and now Ben Adjei confronted the small
worman, "if you mean how they run the Snake Hunt, 1've told you three
times for every pig you own, Anne, if you'd have chosen a different
honest ead than the one you did, the snakes woul dn't come anywhere near
your spread."

"They' re supposed to make sure all livestock is safe all along the way,'
Anne retorted, getting angrier.

"Those reptil es have been sliding up and back between the dunes and the
mar shes al ong that stretch since before your acres had even surfaced out
of the sea. | showed you a dozen better sites when you cane here. You'd
be better off if you noved."

"I mght not have a choice, thanks to those Perfect Twins you all think
so much of." Anne sniffed, turning away fromthe burly veterinarian and
| ooki ng around to nmake sure Hrriss was not within earshot. "What |'ve
heard is, if they're judged guilty, then the Treaty won't be renewed.



Al'l al ong, you thought they were such saints, and | ook what they're
doing to us!"

"Todd and Hrriss are innocent,' Vic Solinari said.

"Most of the charges agai nst them have been proved bogus. You know t hat
as well as anyone el se here, Anne Boncyk, so stop acting the naggot."
"If they're so innocent, why isn't Todd here to stand beside Hrriss and
prove it? Because if they don't, we're off Doona! The Hrrubans wll
confiscate our homes, our stock, everything we've worked for."

"Hrrubans do not intend to confiscate Hayunan hones,' said Hrrul a,
steppi ng through the crowd around them "I, Hrrula, know that Zodd Rrev
i s innocent."

"Well, we're not sure of that,' a Human woman cried out.
"Yet your systemof justice, like ours, clearly states that one is
i nnocent until proved guilty. [If, after know ng how hard both Todd and

Hrriss have worked to nake this colony succeed, you think they are
guilty, then this great Experinment is already over." There was a
nmonent's stunned silence as Hrrula's words condemmed many for their |ack
of faith.

Hrriss, standing well back in the crowmd, Iowered his head in shame. He
had endured rmuch cal umy and heard his dearest friend slandered. Nothing
he had said, or proved with the precious docunents they had worked so
hard to gather, would change the m nds of many of these distressed folk,
Hrruban and Hayuman, when they realized that all their hard work could
be swept away at any nonent by the dissolution of the Treaty and the
Doonai Rral a Experi nent.

"No, the Experinent has not failed,' cried Hu Shih, struggling to the
dais. "Not if we, Hayuman and Hrruban alike, present a unified front.
W nust be of one mind now, nore than ever, putting aside petty
guestions of innocence or guilt. The Col onial Departnent and the
Speakers will have to realize that we, Hayumans and Hrrubans, are
sincere and dedicated to the principles of the Decision at Doona and the
Cohabitation Treaty."

"Well said, well said!" O apping his hands above his head in Hayuman
fashion, Hrrestan junped to the dais to stand beside the slender little
Hu Shi h.

"This colony is a state of mind as well as a place for both species to

live and prosper. It was founded on hope. Let us keep that hope alive.
Now! Let us hope that our faith in those young men is vindicated as |
know it will be!"™ And to the surprise of everyone listening, Hrrestan

threw his head back and uttered an anci ent Hrruban chal |l enge.

It had barely died away when others repeated the chall enge, Hrrubans
wi th their uncanny how and Hayumans with wild ululating cheers.

"Ckay, folks," and Vic Solinari |eaped to the dais.

"No one's called off the cerenpbnies so let's nake sure they start on
time. Senior dignitaries fromEarth and Hruba are due in shortly.

Let's show themas united a front as we did twenty-five years ago



They didn't believe us then, and we nade themas united a front as we
did twenty-five years ago. They didn't believe us then, and we nade
them Let's revive that spirit and show "em now, today! We're here to
stay, Hrrubans and Hayuhands for silence. "W got a lot of work to do
now, everybody, so let's hop to it. First Village has sent rails of
brrnas for roasting, Wayne Boncyk's given us four of his boars to roast.
Norri s has donated a hundredwei ght of those special sausages he makes,
Phyllis here has ssliss eggs by the cartload, and | dunno how many womnen
have been baking. Let's get organized, folks!" He sprang down fromthe
dai s, genially pushing one group one way, another toward the doors,
gesturing at the fire pits that were already gl ow ng.

"W have the crop of our berry harvest to offer,' called out Hrrnova of
the Third Hrruban Vill age.

"A bounty of blackberries and drroil anas."

"The Launch Bar will donate beer, nlada, and wine,' the owner call ed.
"If any spacers cone wanting a drink, they'll have to find me here.
don't want to mss a mnute of the celebration."

"That's the spirit," Vic Solinari cheered him

"Hrrestan, where should | put nmy two hundred kil os of good aged urfa
cheese?"

"W shall find a place, nmy friend,' the Hruban said, "for | know that
many Hrrubans are particularly fond of that commodity."

"And the hunters of First Village,' Hu Shih said, "have made a record
catch of the hatchlings. Snake stew nust be on the nmenu."

"We're doing all this for nothing!"™ Martinson of the Launch Center
shout ed, pushing through a crowd which had recovered its hope.

"We'll all be off this planet before that food can be cooked, much | ess
served." But this warning elicited nore jeers than agreenent.

"You may | eave now, if that is how you feel, Martinson,' Hrrestan
replied, letting his eyes slit as he | ooked at the portrmaster. He
didn't showthe irritation he felt at this attenpt to puncture the
delicate nood of optimsmthat was beginning to build. "Go if you do
not share our hopes. We will not mss you." And resolutely he turned
away.

Martinson stared after him | ooked around the room but others had
turned away, too. He stanped out of the Hall, cursing fools and
fat heads and men who woul dn't face reality.

Soon even the nost pessimstic caught the growing spirit of hope and
resolve. There was a lot to be done, however the events of the next day
turned out. After all, twenty-tive years ago, there had been | ess hope
for those who renenbered that fateful day. Was it wong to expect a
second miracl e?

Hrrestan hoped that he sounded nore convinced than he felt. |If sone
wor ked only because it was something to do, that was better than doi ng
nothing. And so the preparations for the feasi began, Hrrubans and
Hayumans wor ki ng si de by si de.



The next day dawned, for better or for worse.

Pat forced herself out of bed and set aboui kneadi ng bread dough which
had risen during the night. She put the |oaf pans on the sun porch to
rise again. Deftly she put fancy touches on each, spread gl azes on sone
and sprinkled seed on others. Foi sonmeone who had never baked a | oaf of
bread before she cane to Doona, over tinme Pat had nastered the skil

until she had pride init. |If she worked, she didn't think about how
frightened she was. Once again she was al one on Doona wi t houl Ken: she
hadn't liked it the first time it had happened twenty-five years ago and
she didn't like it now He should be here with her. Were was he Were
was Todd? And where were Kelly and Nrrna? Safe, they said, but where
was safe these days? Kelly had given her so much support evel since
Todd had woken up to what everyone el se had seen-that he and Kelly were
so well suited tc each other. The bread nade, she had only to wail

until it was ready to bake. Only to wait? That wa the hardest part of
all. Wit for what?

The handl e of the front door rattled, and Pat fie to answer it.
On the doorstep was her daughter 11 sa.
and her two snall daughters.

"Ch, sweetheart,' Pat gasped. "I'd alnost forgot.
ten you were comng." |lsa put down her bags and threw her arm of tea
and think what to do." around her nother

"Happy Treaty Renewal Day, Mom she said happily, enbracing Pat, and
then stood back at her expression. "If it is. Wat's wong?" Pat bent
to cuddl e her two small granddaughters, four and seven they were now.

"How woul d you two like to help me make bread?" she asked, diverting
themas well as herself.

"Wash your hands now,' and when they had, she showed them how to shape
spare scraps of dough into little | oaves and left themto it.

Wth them happily occupied, she explained to |isa what had been
happeni ng since their last contact.

Ilsa listened quietly and thoughtfully to the nbst recent troubles.
Knowi ng her brother's sense of honor, |isa had expected Todd to have
cleared up all that nonsense about snuggling and stealing and things.
She kept to herself her anxi ety when she | earned of the di sappearance of
both her father and brother.

"Way didn't you conp-line ne, Mdther? |If Dad and Todd are on Earth, we
could have gone to Poldep to instigate a search for them"

"I didn't want to worry you, dear,' Pat replied, know ng that she hadn't
consi dered her gentle daughter could be much help in such circunstances.

"Every minute | expect them back, to walk in that door and explain where
they've been. And there's no time left now. Nothing they could do even
if they do nake it back today."

"Now, now, Mbdther, |'Il just make us a nice cup Wen the baki ng was
done, the two women pu the still-steam ng | oaves and buns in the flitter



an went to the Assenbly Hall kitchen. The room wa unconfortably silent.
The previous day's ebullience had di ssipated when dawn brought no sign o
the m ssing Reeves. Preparations for the feast wer proceeding, but the
nmood was of people perform ng chores by rote or by sheer and dogged
obstinacy, with none of the |aughter and joking anc excitenent that
shoul d i nfect such a task on a da of such historic inportance.

Those who would cling to their hope and fait until the bitter end of al
expectation tried to resisi the spread of despair. Sonme of the faces
were stunned and incredul ous, others resentful. A fe doonsayers
murmmured to any who would listen thai there was no way to avoid or
escape the inexorable end of this sad day.

Hrrula, Hrestan, Mrva, the Solinaris, and the Shihs noved constantly
about the work parties encouraging, conplinenting, urging people to
greater efforts. The preparations continued in spite of the genera
depression. It looked like it would be a nagnificent feast, in the very
best tradition of Doona. Even if it did turn out to be the |ast one,

t he condemmed woul d eat heartily.

"You al ways present food so beautifully, Mranda,' Pat told one of the
young wonen who had just been carving Doona bl ossonms out of root
vegetables. Snmiling, the girl glanced up at the conplinment and her
smle turned to a sneer as she swiftly noved away.

Pat felt as if she had been slapped. She glanced up and net the eyes of
one of the Hrruban nmal es who were helping trimroasts, and he too turned
hi s head, wi thout changi ng expression. Pat cast wildly about for I|lsa
and found she'd watched -the whole thing. The young wonan's eyes were
full of shocked hurt. Pat was enbarrassed that her daughter had to be
witness to her mother's humiliation

It was so obvious that people unconsciously blamed Todd, and Ken, for
t hei r predi canent.

"Pat, |'d appreciate your help outside,' Dr. Kate Mody said, w apping
an arm around her shoul ders and escorting her firmy to the door. Once
t hey were hidden behind a cultivated hedge which separated the rear of
the kitchen fromplain view, Pat | et go and sobbed bitterly on Kate's
shoul der.

"You' ve been a nodel of fortitude, Pat, don't spoil it now,' the col ony
pedi atrician nurnured to her, patting her on the back. "This isn't a
personal rejection of you, you know. Everyone's tense, frustrated.
don't have a notion what happened to Ken or Todd but |'m damed sure
they'd be here if they could! And | keep hoping any minute now they'l
cone striding - over that bridge and set everything straight. Mnd you
they may be cutting their timng a bit close, but they'll cone.”

"I'f 1 could believe that "
handker chi ef and I et out a sigh.

Pat w ped her eyes with the doctor's

She wanted that very scene to take place, and soon

She | ooked over at the bridge, hoping agai nst hope that Ken and Todd
woul d materialize fromthe grid.

"I can't blane people, Kate. If. . . W'IlIl all |ose our honmes and
everything we've worked for and we really don't bel ong anywhere now but
Doona. And why is it that both Todd and Hrriss have to be at the



hearing? Hrriss has alnost all the evidence.

Wy, that Mayday beacon being found on Earth, and Dr. Tyl anio proving
the I og tape was doctored beyond recognition. That proves that the boys
didn't steal those things because they weren't even near those pl anets,
just as they've always said." Pat had to stop to blow her nose. "And if
Hrriss is innocent, then Todd is, too. O that's what Hrruvul a assured
me. And that's how he's going to present the docunentation we have!"

Kate snmiled at her. "Well, you're a lot nore generous with the fools
than I'd be. Conme on back inside. There's alot left to be done, and
we need you. | know they've got alnost all the evidence, but they may

hang us all on the specific wording of the Speakers' resolution. Both
boys and all charges disnissed. No one could ever keep either Ken or
Todd down for long. And you know it." Kate lifted Pat's chin and smled

at her. "So hold your head up and shane the devil." Pat managed a weak
[ augh. "My grandnother used to say that. |If | just knew that they were
both . okay . " She couldn't bring herself to use any other word.

"l feel so lost without them"

"Well, you're not lost, and you're not alone. You have all of us. Let's
see if | can rem nd these doubting fainthearts of that." Kate pushed

t hrough the door and escorted Pat back to the cake-decorating station
Wth a firm hand, she sat her down on a stool and put tools in front of
her. To the others who glanced at themin surprise, the pediatrician
stated in a loud voice: "Now let's get sonething straight, you gaggle of
gossi ping grannies. No, you're acting like preteens, and |'ve the right
to kick sense into that age group. You know where to |lay the blame for
all the anxiety we're experiencing, and it isn't on Pat Reeve's

shoul ders. It's because her husband and her son haven't turned up. Do
you know themso little after twenty-five years that you'd honestly
believe they'd leave us in a lurch?

"Well, | don't, and there're plenty of others who agree with ne.

Soneone, or some group of ones, made sure Ken and' Todd never nade it to
Eart h.

"Cause there's no way they'd go unnoticed there!

Not those big-striding, proud-walking nen. Can you inmagine them

m ncy-m ncing,' and she nmimcked the short polite stride of the Terran
natives, drawing a giggle fromsome quarters, "along Corridors and
Ai sl es w thout being noticed?

W know they're not on Doona because where we Hayumans haven't | ooked,
we Hrrubans have! And any of us silly enough to believe that there
aren't sone Hayumans and Hrrubans who'd both prefer never to set eyes on
the Reeves again better take the next shuttle out of here.™

"We'| | have to anyhow, won't we, if the Reeves don't show up?" a woman
nmur mur ed.
"Well, | got hopes on that score, too. W've got Hrruvula, no

narrow stripe mnce-stepped poseur either, to present the docunentation
that has been assenbled. And if Hrriss can be proved i nnocent then ipso
facto, Todd Reeve is. And that ought to be good enough for everyone
here and good enough to sway the Councillors. And, | don't want to hear
anot her sour word from anyone." She cl apped her hands vigorously. "W
got a lot to do.



Let's doit. And with a fewsniles to nmake the work go quicker." Few
could argue with her facts or the good sense for which Kate Mody had
al ways been not ed.

Fl aggi ng hopes revived again and soon a few smiles appeared on faces.
Several peopjie deliberately cane up to Pat, giving her affectionate
squeezes on her forearm or apol ogi zing for their unkindness.

I nstead of seeking for something or soneone new to bl ane, |ong gl ances
passed between friends who were fearful that they would never see one
anot her again. Wrk resuned at a nore energetic pace with the renewed
sense of solidarity.

A d Abe Dautrish, carefully decanting wi nes of his own recipes from
herbs and | ocal berries, spoke in rem niscence. "Renmenber that first
winter? Ten nonths of msery. Living in one miserable plastic hut
until we could get the others up. Renenber what that was |ike?

Wio' d believe we could come so far?"
"And together,' said Lee Lawence, smacking Hrrula on the back

"All was bezzer when we becane frlends,' a Hrruban woman said, with
dr opped j aw.

"We'll fight this," Phyllis Shih stated, whipping a bow ful of eggs with
a vengeance. "They can't throw us out of here. This is our hone. W'l
take the appeal to the Amal gamated Worlds court ourselves if we need
to."

"That's the ol d Doona spirit,' Kate Mbody said with satisfaction. She
wi nked at Pat.

Al'l the preparations were conmplete by nidafternoon. The First Village's
hunters, following Hriss, returned with dozens of young snakes and a
feww |ld fow for the stewpot. Carcasses of dozens of urfas, pigs, and
cows rotated over coals in the many roasting pits downw nd of the

ki t chen.

The transportation grid was brought over the bridge fromthe Hrruban
side and laid in front of the Assenbly Hall's big doubl e doors.

Its posts had been draped with floral streaners. Not |long thereafter
di pl omats of both races began to appear and were escorted into the Hal
with much attendant dignity.

The weat her was cheerful and bright. Doona's long winter would arrive
within two nonths, but there was no early chill which the organizers
feared m ght mar the celebration. Sonme colonists fromwarner clinmates
shivered a little in the autumal air. Every settlenent, including
Treaty Island, had | obbied to hold the cel ebration, but the honor was
eventually returned to First Village, where the original accord had been
signed twenty-five years before.

Depressing any mi sgivings, the popul ation of the planet turned out in
its best. Al the Hrubans wore the formal red robes: the males in
heavy, opaque garnents that fell to the tips of shiny black boots: the
females in filmer garnents of jewel-spangled gauze. The Humans wore
nmonochromatic tunics with touches of white, and beautifully cut but

si mpl e ankl e-1ength gowns. There was none of the cheerfu



cross-cultural dressing that was usually preval ent at nost other big
events. Today's garnents unexpectedly becane a restatenent of racial
identity.

Hrriss stood tall beside his father just below the dais inside the Hall
hiding his enotions. 1In a few noments, he nust present evidence to
prove his and Todd's innocence of the crimes of which they were accused.
On the basis of that proof or lack of it, the Treaty Controller m ght
refuse to ratify the Treaty, and the col ony woul d be dissol ved.

What Hrriss had not been able to tell anyone was that the carefully

gat hered document ati on had vani shed fromthe Rrev hone at about the sane
time Kelly had. He had worked night and day to duplicate the evidence
fromthe files still remaining in his home. Dr. Tylanio had supplied
himwith a copy of his report on the tape's alteration. He had the
latter half of the Spacedep slush fund dispersals which Dal key had
procured but not the nore inportant entries. Tylanio had gone off wth
Ki achi f and so the expert was not available to present direct testinony
to the Councillors. To be sure, the Mayday beacon had been di scovered
but the Speakers' resolution required a total clearance of al
charges-and Zodd's presence! Wuld Hruvula be able to make what they
did have sufficient to clear all those charges even in the face of
Zodd' s nonappear ance?

One by one, the high-ranking officials of Earth emerged fromthe grid,
some | ooki ng puzzl ed and taken aback by the process of transportation
whi ch they were experiencing for the first time. Mst of them nervous
about suddenly being bereft of walls and ceilings around them walked as
quickly into the Hall as dignity permtted, w thout so nuch as a quick
gl ance around at the beauties of the village green

The settlers clustered in and around the building, their bows and smiles
becom ng nore and nore nmechanical as time went on. Sanmpson DeVeer of

Pol dep, wearing the dress uniformof black with silver touches, energed
fromthe chest-high fog, acconpanied by a slim pale man wearing a plain
uni f orm

"My heart isn't in this,' Lee Lawmence nuttered, feeling the strain of
smling when he hadn't any reason to do so.

"I amstill determined to put the best face on the day,' Hu Shih said.
Then he arranged his nost benevolent smile on his face as he stepped
forward to introduce the newy arrived Treaty Island Archivist to the
other village el ders.

"Perhaps the Treaty Council will still take what is best for Doona into
account,' Abe Dautrish said quietly to Lee. "They shouldn't pay too
much attention to overworld councils, since we are supposed to be

i ndependent of both governments.

W have proved oursel ves capabl e and worthy of sel f-governance.”

"After all the accusations of the last few days, can you genuinely say
that ?" Law ence asked.

"I want to,' the old man said hunmbly. "I keep it closely in nind
Ah, here is Adniral Sumitral and his daughter.”

"Good day, ny friends,' Sumitral said, nounting the ramp with quick



strides and taking Hu Shih's hand. Age had done nothing to bow his
proud carriage, but he bore the sane heavy expression of concern that
troubl ed the Doonan elders. He was still the greatest friend Doona had
in the Terran government. "You know ny daughter, Enma?" The tall girl
snmi | ed and nodded to each of them then took her place anong the
colonists in the audience.

"Hrrestan, it is good to see you,' Sumitral said, turning to the younger
Hrruban. "Hrriss, have you had any word from Todd?"

"No, sirr,' Hrriss said.

"It looks very bad that they haven't returned yet,' Sumitral said.
"Where coul d they have gone? And why? The Anmal ganated Worl ds court was
wel | disposed to give thema fair hearing on the basis of their

achi evenents."” Hrriss burned with shanme. "They would conme if they
could,' he insisted.

Sumitral eyed himcuriously. "Do you know where they went?"

" No.

But they woul d have returned if they could.

O that | amcertain. They are held sonewhere against their will." He
pl aced his hand on his heartl

his upper lip, and his forehead to enphasi ze his stated belief.

"I fear you may be right. Neither has ever betrayed an ounce of
cowardi ce. Defection does not fit their characters,' Sumitral decl ared.
"You have searched Rrala?" Hrriss nodded. "I alerted all Al reldep

of fices. Can none of you Hrrubans search your own pl anet?

They have to be sonewhere.”

"If they are alive,' Hnss murrmured, for he had denied that possibility
as long as he coul d.

Then he saw the slender frame of Admiral Sumitral stiffen. A hand
touched his armin apol ogy and Sum tral noved toward Hu Shi h.

"Come, Hu,' the Adnmiral said as he urged the nan toward the platform

where a snmall, thin, cleanshaven Terran in a white tunic descended from
the grid. "May | introduce you to the representative of the Anmal gamated
Wrl ds Congress? Hrrestan, | am pl eased to nake you known to Dorem

Naruti, of the AWC. " He continued to nmake introductions anong the
vill age el ders.

At a signal fromthe Hruban grid operatorl

Sumitral took his place beside the other Terran del egates. Third
Speaker appeared fromthe mi st surrounding the transport grid and,

| ooking neither left nor right at those who bowed courteously to him
mar ched majestically into the Hall. The glow of triunph in his eyes was
absol utely indecent.

Many Rral ans, seeing that |ook, grow ed quietly under their breath at
his lack of restraint and the inplications for them



The runors of dissolution spread from Rral ans to Hayuman friends and
nei ghbors. Hrriss fielded glares and blatant aninosity fromlongtine
acquai ntances. W was hol ding the Rrevs captive?

No, which of the known antagonists to the Treaty had succeeded in
denying the Rrevs the dignity of facing their enem es and confoundi ng
t hen?

As if in answer to his thoughts, Adm ral Landreau in gl eaning dress
whites and an al nost garish display of nmedals nmaterialized on the grid.
A moment earlier and he m ght have tread on Third's tail. The Admra
was acconpani ed by Rogitel and two other aides. Landreau had arranged
his features in an expression of pious serenity which would fool no one
on Rrala, certainly not Hriss. H s deneanor added nore di scouragenent
to Hrriss's depressed norale. Wy didn't Zodd appearl

through the grid or out of the underbrush, with his docunment case in his
hands, to wi pe the srmugness fromthe faces of Third and Landreau?

At | ast, Second Speaker Hrrto nade his way fromthe grid through the
hangi ng garl ands of flowers to the platform Wth his arrival, the
conpl emrent of del egates fromboth sides was conplete. Only the Treaty
Council was yet to arrive before the cerenmony woul d begi n.

As the assenbly of settlers held its collective breath, the Counci
appearedl clustered together on the grid behind the Treaty Controller
magni ficent in flowing red robes. On his breast hung a nedallion of two
intertwi ned gold suns, studded with sapphires mned and cut fromnative
crystals.

It represented the interweaving on Doona of Human and Hrruban cul tures.
The light reflected fromthe jewel vanished abruptly as soon as the
Treaty Controller stepped inside the Assenbly Hall. | nmmedi ately behind
the Council cane two cl erks, one Human and one Hrruban, each of whom
carried a large | eather-bound and genstudded book

Solemmly the Council ascended to the dais. Each nmenber bowed to the
assenbl ed dignitaries. The Treaty Controller was the last to do so. He
made an especially deep obei sance to Third Speakerl who returned a curt
nod. The clerks noved silently to lay the huge books side by side on
the table in the center of the stage. Wthout further hesitation, the
Treaty Controller held up one hand.

"Hrriss, son of Hrrestan and Mrva, stand forth!

Zodd Rrev, son of Ken and Patrricia, stand forth!" he intoned.

The purrs and growl s of Hi gh Hruban had never sounded so severe.

Hrriss stepped forward, holding. his spine straight, and willing his
tail to refrain fromtwitching with his inner turnoil.

Hrruvula, clad in his official professional garments, joined Hrriss.

"Sir, Zodd Rrev has been unavoi dably detained,' Hriss said. "I speak
for us both." The Treaty Controller's tail twitched once fromside to
side behind him "Both of the accused nust face this Council.

Have you, perhaps, a document of the ill-health of your codefendant?" At



that nmoment, Hrriss was very certain who had detained Zocid and his
father. Hi s heart sank but he raised his chin just enough to show t hat
he knew the sordid gane the Controller was playing out. "Be that as it
may, you and your absent acconplice stand accused of crines which
violate the laws of the Hrruban League, the | aws of the Amal ganated
Wrlds, and the Treaty of Doona. These are serious crinmes, which shake
the very fabric of trust which nmade the Treaty possible twenty-five
years ago. Wat proof can you present to attest to your innocence?"
"There is docunmentation,' Hrruvula said, stepping forward and pulling
one flinsy after another fromhis case, "to prove that the Mayday beacon
was heard by Zodd Rrev and Hrriss, son of Hirestan, said beacon being
found among cargo shipped to Earth and designated to be delivered to a
m nor of fice connected with Space Departnent.

And here is a declaration froma noted | aser expert stating that the |og
tapes of the Al batross had been skillfully tanmpered with to show

I andi ngs and | aunchi ngs never made by the Al batross, as further
testified to the signatories of the docunents that the condition of its
engi nes, rocket tubes, and other equi prment showed no sign of the abuse
such a hegira would have done to said equiprment. | have these docunents
stating the health and energy of both defendants, who woul d have
suffered even nore physical deterioration than engines, rocket tubes,
and ot her equi pnent froma medical condition known as journey |lag, which
is knowmn to affect unwary travellers nmaking as many di fferent |andings
and | aunchi ngs as the defendants are all eged to have done." Hrruvul a
paused for breath. "Also avail able are docunments,' and the attorney
spread the Spacedep slush fund flinsies, "that prove that deposits
ostensively nmade into an account purported to have been initiated by a
Terran of Zodd Rrev's general description in fact tally with suns and
deposits froma slush fund. There is a signed and attested decl aration
by an ex-crimnal known as Askell Kl onski

"You overwhel mus,' said the Treaty Controller with broad sarcasm

Hrruvul a bowed. "Even as ny clients were overwhel med with evi dence

whi ch we have concl usively proved to be a massive conspiracy to

di scredit Zodd Rrev, Hrriss, and in their names the integrity of the
entire population of this lovely planet." Hrruvul a took another breath.

"Wth such overwhel mi ng evidence to sustain ny clients' plea of

i nnocence, these charges nmust, in all conscience, be dism ssed and their
reputati ons and honors returned to them" He bowed | ow in deep respect
toward the ot her nenbers of the Council, but noticeably not in the
Controller's direction.

Behind Hrruvula, an entire planet's population held its breath.

Third Speaker's eyes narrowed and glittered. He stepped forward.

"You have defended your clients well, Hruvula,' and the attorney
execut ed another courteous bow. "But it was clearly stated, and so
resol ved by the Council of Speakers, that both young nen nust be present

to clear their nanes.

One is clearly not present. The reason for his absence is immterial
The conditions of that resolution have not been net.

Therefore the Council of Speakers must withhold ratification of a
per manent Treaty of Rral a.



There was a silence that nothing in the Hall disturbed. Third Speaker
hi s manner patronizing and smug, turned to Second Speaker Hrrto. Second
Speaker seenmed to rise with great difficulty, his shoul ders sl unped
beneath the wei ght of his robes.

"It was so resolved and nmust be mmintained." He sat down heavily, head
bent, arns linp at his sides.

"No!" a woman wailed fromthe depths of the crowd. "No. That's not
fair. Not fair at all! They were innocent. "You can't use that as an
out, Third Speaker!" a Hrruban call ed.

Dorem Naruti of the Amal gamated Worl ds Congress rose then, hol ding up
his arnms for silence.

"It was resolved. |In honor we nust abide. Qur Congress is constrained
to conply with that resolution, nmuch as it pains ne to do so. The
Congress cannot sanction the colony any longer. W would be glad and
proud to trade with the Hrruban League under a new treaty, but the

Deci sion al Doona nust be considered annulled. The Cohabitation
Principle is herewith invoked. Protests were yelled fromall directions
then unti Dorem Naruti, not wishing to be a target foi anyone's
frustration, took refuge behind Thir Speaker

Landreau was all but junping up and down ir jubilation. He, Rogitel
and their assistants kepi calling for silence, for order, for good
manners. But it was Admiral Sumitral whose amazing voice was heard
above the babel and restored order

"Dear friends, Hrruban and Hayuman, we are all persons of honorable
intent. Having entered into an honorabl e agreenent, we nust indeed
recogni ze the conmitment we undertook twenty-five years ago, and abide
by this very, very painful conclusion to what has been an experinent of
cohabitation of. - -" He paused, craning his neck to see through the
open doors of the Hall. His attentiveness,- the surprise that began to
wreathe his features with new hope, caused everyone to turn to di scover

what he saw.

The grid was misted, indicating a transportation, and as it cl eared,
three figures becanme visible: a bent figure in ornate red robes
supported on either side by two others, one tall, straight, and proud,
one sl ender, delicate, and equally proud. The central personage could
only be First Speaker Hrruna! H s conpanions, dressed in di aphanous red
gauze spangled with gens, were Nrrna and Kelly.

Hrriss felt joy nearly bursting his heart. The girls had reached him
after all, and with the remaining evidence that Hriss had felt |ost
forever. A reverent silence settled on the green and the Hall as if
noi se was snuffed out |ike a candle flane.

Everyone wat ched the aged Hrruban walk into the Hall and slowy toward
the dais, leaning heavily on the arns of the two girls.

He | ooked kindly at the colonists and gave an especial smile to Hrriss,
who was gawking like a cul at the First Speaker

"This is an occasion for which | have waited | ong, First Speaker said in
H gh Hrruban, nmounting th ramp to touch hands with Sumitral

"Sir," Sumitral said, replying in the same tongue "we did not think to



expect you."

"Your accent has inproved so very nuch over th last years, Adniral. You
no | onger need your young translator,' Hrruna said, dropping his jaw ii
a smle and glancing around at the crowd.

"But mss his presence. He has been a joy to me. Weri is ny young
friend? Were is Zodd?" Wth a surprising swiftness that belied his
age, h( rounded on Treaty Controller, and his tone, n( |longer kindly or
gentle, rang with conviction. Thi Controller was so startled, he backed
up a pace.

Hrruna's eyes narrowed to fierce slits, though hi: clear voice was calm
and even-toned. "l believe that you know precisely where Zodd and his
father Rrev, are to be found,' Hrruna said. "You are t( produce them
instantly, or your Stripe will hi forever dishonored. |f harm has cone
to tw Hayumans of indisputable integrity and honor, yot and your

i Mmediate family will be transported t( the nost primtive nining col ony
in the galaxy, an allowed only the nobst neager of rations." Hrriss
listened with awe. Few of the settler could understand Hrruna' s speech
but they could easily see the effect it had on the Treaty Controller
From a haughty adm nistrator, he was reduced tc snivelling like a cub
protesting that his actions ha been taken in the best interests of

Hr r uba.

"The return of the Rrevs at this point would have nade it inpossible to
avoid the ratification of the Treaty,' the Controller babbled. "I neant
no harmto them They are unhurt. They would have been returned to
Earth with everyone el se of their species."

"You kidnapped ny friend?" Hriss demanded in a snarl. He felt the
savage bl ood of his ancestors coursing through his veins and he forgot
hi s upbringing, the position he held as a scion of a civilized race.
Caws and teeth bared, he gathered hinself to |leap and strike, as he had
| eaped at the Monma Snake. Wthout a nonment's hesitation, Hrrestan
knocked his feet out fromunder him and signalled to several others to
drag his infuriated son away fromthe cowering Treaty Controller

"Produce the Rrevs, father and son!" Hrruna comanded, his eyes abl aze
with green fury.

Cringing, the Treaty Controller signalled to his grid operator in the
audi ence, who ran to the transporter. Mking a few deft adjustnents to
the controls, the operator stepped onto the platformand vanished. In a
few nonents, the Hrruban reappeared, no |onger al one.

Wth himwere two very |large Hruban nmales in guard harness, and Ken and
Todd, clothes torn, faces enpurpled here and there with bruises and | ong
scratches, but alive and smling as they recognized their destination

"Come here, ny friends,' Hrruna beckoned them H's voice, soft again,
nevert hel ess penetrated the ringing cheers that reverberated inside and
outside the Hall at this much-1onged-for reappeal ance.

Toget her Todd and his father marched smartl up the steps and into the
Hal|. When Todd saw wh occupied the dais, he smled in amazenent an
shaki ng his head, continued through the partin crowd. Wen Hrrubans and
Hayumans ali k reached out to slap his back or grab his hand, Tod becane
aware of the deficiencies of his appearano in such a gathering. Stil
wal ki ng forward, h brushed at the dirt on his tunic and conbed baci his



hair with his fingers. Ken, simlarly enbarrassed , straightened tunic
and hair. Cying with relief Pat ignored protocol and pushed through
the cww to enbrace husband and son just as they reache the foot of the
dai s.

"It is good to have you back,' Hrruna said, as i Todd and his father had
only been off on scmmnor errand. Wth Pat between them the: clinbed
the ranp to the dais. The old Hrubai signalled for Hrestan to rel ease
his son. In tw leaps, Hriss was beside his dear friend, wap ping his
tail firmy around Todd's nearer thigh "This silly cub'-Hruna pointed
to the Treat Controller-'is not the only di shonorable on anmong Hrrubans
to sow discord on Rrala.”

"The discord was not solely Hrruban,' Ken said "And during our

i ncarceration, our guards spok freely, not being aware that we bareskins
under stood what they said. "Watever is pertinent to sustain the Treaty
anc this colony nmust be related so that all may hear

Hrruna said at his nost austere, "although I am aware of mnuch that has
happened of late, of false accusations and tanperings and alterings that
woul d have greatly strained my patience had they not been delivered by
such charmng couriers."” Todd had not failed to notice that his Kelly
and Hriss's Nrrna were Hrruna's attendants. Kelly was grinning at him
with a total |lack of discretion, which gladdened his heart immensely,
but at |least Nrrna had cast her eyes down nodestly despite Hiriss's
attenpts to make eye contact.

Then Todd saw Hrruna's perenptory gesture to Ken. "Be so good as to
expl ain what you overheard, Rrev. "Wiile it was the Treaty Controller
who had our destination altered fromEarth and our appointment with the
AWC panel, he received his orders from another, high in the Speakers
Council,' Ken said. "In good plain Low Hrruban, they mentioned his nane
frequently: the Third Speaker for Internal Affairs." Ken | ooked

pl easantly at Third Speaker.

"W can repeat what was said in our presence.

"Lies!" Third Speaker hissed. "All lies. These Hayumans nean to
di shonor ne.

Hrruna gestured for those on the dais to nove aside so that he could
confront Third face-to-face.

H s eyes had narrowed to inplacable slits, and the hem of his heavy
robes flicked with the lashing of his tail

"I will believe the words of Rrev and Zodd even over those of my own
Stripe,' Hrruna said in an omnously calmtone. "Deceit is not in them
Any di shonor on your stripe has been brought there by you. You have
forsaken the objectivity necessary to just admi nistration, Third.

You have sought to interfere in a matter which is outside your

conmi ssion. You were al so one who insisted that Rrala would stand or
fall onits own nerit. You have not abided by your own decree.
invite you to resign your post." Third opened and closed his nouth a
couple of tines, but at |ast nodded curtly at Hrruna.

"Very well,' Third Speaker said, his own eyes closed to vindictive
slits. "I tender ny resignation."



"1 accept it, effective now But we have waited | ong enough to di scover
whet her Rrala may continue. In view of what you have heard in these
past m nutes, do the Treaty Council and the representative of the

Amal gamat ed Worl ds Congress wish to alter their decision?" Hrruna asked
pl easantly, turning firmy away fromthe di sm ssed Speaker. "1

surely see no bar to the continuation of this colony nor to the
ratification of the Treaty Renewal so anxiously awaited by us all.

What say you?" Madam Dupuis smiled as she stepped forward, assum ng the
position of Controller. She bowed with great reverence to the First
Speaker. "Mbdst honored of persons,' she said in perfect H gh Hrruban
"the Council nust indeed overturn the recent verdict, and clear the
defendants of all charges agai nst them including nonappearance."” Dorem
Naruti was jittering with relief at being able to rescind the verdict he
had been forced, by the previous circunstances, to announce.

"Then let us adjourn all this formal talk and harangue and |l et the
festivities begin,' said Hruna, dropping into Mddl e | anguage and
leaning toward Nrrna in a paternal fashion. "The snell of roasted neat
is making this old belly runble."” Few heard that conment, for cheers had
erupted as he ordered the festivities to begin.

Col oni sts of both species were huggi ng each other, weeping or purring in
an excess of relief after the dramatic scenes that had first dashed then
restored their hopes.

Robi n and I nessa were shrieking for their father and brother to cone
down so they could be suitably welconed. Ilisa was trying to calmthem
down but she was snmiling and crying at the sane tine, upsetting her
daughters, who began to fret, too.

"W shoul d take an official vote, you know, Sumitral said, |ooking out
over the jigging, whirling mass of col onists.

"Ch, don't be so hidebound,' Madam Dupuis told him waving at the

jubilation belowthem "That's the |oudest, nbst unani nmous "aye" |'ve
ever w tnessed."”
"I'd agree to that,' Dorem Naruti said, beanming fromear to ear. "l've

never seen anything quite so official as this! Mst be something in the
air here, | think."

Sumitral chuckled. "Then we shall record that the vote was unani nous.
And |'m hungry, too. Naruti, they have the nost delicious little birds
here, covered with a sweet spice, that sinmply nelts in your nmouth. You
really must try sone, mustn't he, Nesfa dear friend?"

"I ndeed, and al though the suggestion night seem bizarre, the snake stew
they make is exceedingly tasty. W shall tell you what to sanple first,
Dorem if you will acconpany us." Wile they were settling the voting

i ssue, First Speaker's escorts had guided himto his place at the Treaty
table set in exactly the same place it had rested twenty-five years
before, under the trees that clustered just beyond the Hall. Hrruna
gestured for Naruti to be seated to his right and Sumitral to his left.
Bot h senior diplomats, with the precision of |long practice, sat down at
t he sane nonent. The gemmed and tool ed vol unes containing the Treaty of
Doona were opened before them

"There's a |l ot of work, many years of negotiation in the docunent,'



Madam Dupuis said, "but it is as fair as it could be made.

"A thing of beauty, outside as well as inside, these are,' Naruti said
in flawm essly inflected H gh Hruban. "As handsome as the ideals they
represent."” Hrruna's jaw dropped in pleasure. "So they are,' First
Speaker agreed.

Each signed one, and the volumes were exchanged. One by one, the Treaty
Councillors stood by to affix their signatures to the docunents.

Hrrestan pl aced heavy seals on the signature pages and cl osed the books.
Bowi ng, he presented one to each of the principals.

Sumitral |ooked to Hrruna for peThission to speak and it was graciously
given with a nod of the dignified and grayi ng head.

"The Treaty of Doonai Rrala is now officially extended indefinitely. My
| extend the congratul ations of ny service to Hrrubans and Hayumans
alike!" H's last syllables were drowned out by wild cheering.

When the noi se began to abate, Todd approached the Treaty table. Someone
had found hima decent tunic to replace his torn one, and he'd been able
to wash his face and conb his hair so that he | ooked considerably nore
present abl e.

"May | be permitted to speak?" Todd asked in Hi gh Hrruban, executing a
deeply reverent bow to the First Speaker

"Pray listen to the first Hayuman anbassador to the Hiruban people,’
H runa said, his voice carrying over excited conversations and | aughter,
and i mredi ately silence prevail ed again.

Sumitral, leaning across to Hrruna, chuckl ed.
"And that was a day! About a nmeter tall, dressed in nda skins with a

rope tail hangi ng behind and the dignity of a dozen judges for all he
was six years old. He and Hrriss have done great service for Alrel dep

since then. | hope they' Il continue to do so." Todd gl anced at Hrriss,
who nodded, jaw dropped hunmorously. "As long as we can, sir." Wth
Hrriss beside him Todd stood forward to address his friends and

nei ghbors. "I feel like | got thrown froma bucking stallion into a
conpost heap, so | hope you'll forgive ny appearance." The assenbl ed
settlers chuckled. "I1've dreaned of this day since | was a small boy.

| was afraid for a while that the day wouldn't cone, and then |I feared
woul dn't be able to be here. Now -he grinned, throwi ng an arm around
Hrriss's shoul ders-'all we have dreamed of has happened. Doona is now a
permanent reality. As long as we live, we can live here together

"Today is not just a continuation of Doona but the start of a brand-new
era for Hrrubans and Hayumans. Fromthe trust that has been built here,
both species can spread out, can make new honmes on new pl anets toget her
and separately." He smled around at all the faces, bare and furred.
"Honored fol k, Doona has taught us all the nost inmportant |esson: that
we both can make friends, firmfriends, trusted friends, of each other
and of other species.

The Siwannese exanpl e nust never be forgotten, but it nustn't stop us
from keepi ng an open mind and extendi ng an open hand. The generations
that will be born on this planet,' and with that he sent a gl ow ng | ook



at Kelly, "will meet others, strong in the practice of Cohabitation. So
| ong as they renenber what we have all |earned here, the stars beckon
Long live Doonai Rrala!" Todd shot his fist toward the sky and Hiriss's
joined it in the next second.

When other arnms tired of holding fists aloft and throats turned hoarse
with cheering, Hiruna turned plaintively to Sumitral. "Now do you think
we can eat?" Totally reunited and in the best of harnonious spirits, the
entire popul ation of Doona and its guests began the | ong-awaited feast.
Platters of food poured out of the kitchen to tables inside and outside
the Hall. Beer, wine, mada, and even wldberry juices flowed to every
cup as friend toasted friend and the success of the Doona Experinent was
drunk to over and over again. The nmenbers of the Doonai Rrala Ad Hoc
Band rarely got time for nore than a few nouthfuls of food, so much in
demand was cel ebratory dance nusic.

Hriss tried repeatedly to extract Nrrna from attendance on the First
Speaker, but he couldn't get any nearer her than Todd could get to

Kelly. If it hadn't been Hiruna who nonopolized the attentions of their
prom sed |l adies, the two friends woul d have snagged them away at the
very first opportunity, but Hruna seenmed to require that they serve him
t he various delicacies prepared by the col onists' best cooks.

"Dam it, Hiriss, I'"'mthe one who was on short rations. Couldn't Kelly
cone feed me?"

"I"mdoing ny best, Todd,' his sister |Ilsa said, her knees buckling
under the | aden tray she was bringing them

"Ufa steak and snake stew?" he said, salivating.
"Sis, you know how to treat a brother."

"When he renenbers to cone home to eat,' |lsa tossed at himas she went
away to see to the needs of her children. Todd stared after her

"Marri age has done her good,' he nuttered to Hriss, and dug into the
stew. "I never thought |I'd eat any of this again." Then he had to

swal | ow wi thout truly savoring the fine flavor, for Sanpson DeVeer
approached their table.

"You cut that mighty fine," DeVeer said, and then drew up the young man
in the plain uniformhovering beside him "You nmight |ike to nmeet ny
conpani on, Reeve. Dal key Petersham"

"Real | y?" And Todd realized in one second that the man he had feared as
arival to Kelly's affection was no real conpetition. So he punped the
young man's hand energetically. "W owe you a |lot, Dalkey, for putting
out your neck for people you didn't know. Cone, sit down."

"Well, | did know Kelly and | sure discovered a ot of real creative
accounting. \Wich .

"Whi ch what ?" Todd pronpted, gesturing for Dalkey to fill a plate from
the food on the freshly filled tray.

"Which actually lost ne ny job."
"You haven't really lost a job, Dal key,' Todd said, "you've just been

transferred. An accountant who coul d uncover that Spacedep slush fund
is just the sort of fellow we need to set up a system here on Doona t hat



can't be diddled." After Dal key had expressed his deep appreciation of
the offer and accepted with considerable alacrity, Todd turned to
DeVeer .

"Which reminds ne. Just before Dad and | got ki dnapped, Hrriss and
got Linc Newy to admt he'd been falsifying export docunments and
di sarm ng Doona's security satellites to let rustlers in and out.

What ' s happened to hi nP"

"He gave hinself up,' DeVeer said with a note of satisfaction in his
voice, "after | had a nost interesting chat with a Dr. Wlter Tyl anio.
Once he was in custody, Newry gave nme nore information which led nme to
the real rustler.

"You got Mark Aden?" Todd's eyes flashed, renenbering the score he had
to settle with that bastard for his vindictive use of ssersa.

"He is under arrest on Zapata Three, awaiting transport back to Earth
for trial. It would seemthat he kept a conputer file of the |ayout of
each ranch on Doona and the best secluded spots to secrete the |ivestock
pens. He's the one who planted the artifacts on your ship while you
were occupi ed by your nmission on Hretha. He did so with Spacedep
credentials to pass by Hrrethan security guards.

Newy was the one who switched | og tapes.”

"I al ways thought Rogitel had done it when his nen were busy hauling
artifacts out of the Albie' s panels,' Todd said.

"No, | have Newy's confession." DeVeer nodded at the griml ooks that
Todd and Hiriss exchanged.

"I't couldn't have been Rogitel. He did the shopping for the artifacts
with the illicit traders on Hrretha.

Remenmber, Newy had asked you to give himyour flight plans nearly two
weeks before your actual departure. So he sent themto Klonski, who's
rather proud of the way he handl ed that assignnment. Took himthirty-six
hours of intensive work. He shipped it back to Newy in an authorized
Spacedep courier run and put it in the Al batross before you | aunched.

Kl onski had left gaps for your legitimte stops, triggered by signals
fromthe beacons orbiting Doona and Hrretha. Aden is the one who nade
the insertions into the interdicted systens in a ship with
identification codes altered to match yours." Todd let out a |ong sigh

"So we're cleared of everything? Then why was the Treaty so nearly
cancel | ed?"

"Third Speaker had al so rigged that resolution so that your presence was
absolutely essential to the Renewal of the Treaty."

"And Hiruna waited until he knew he had Third right where he needed
him' Todd said thoughtfully. "It was close!" DeVeer nodded. "However,
you both mght like to acconpany that is, if you can | eave off eating
that delicious food for a short tinme?" he asked them "You rather
deserve to be in on this.

I'"ve one nmore crimnal to bring to book." Todd and Hiriss hastily dashed



their fingers into bows set on all the tables to cl eanse hands.

DeVeer led themto the head table where they waited respectfully unti
Sumitral and Naruti concluded their conversation with Second Speaker
Hrto.

When Ken and Hrrestan were beckoned by DeVeer to join them the group
advanced on Landreau and Rogitel who were seated as inconspicuously as
possible for nen in brilliant white uniforns. They were the only two
i gnoring both the food and the merrymaki ng goi ng on around t hem

"Well, what do you want?" Landreau asked sourly, glaring at the Reeves.
"You have everything you claimyou value. This abom nable colony has a
per manent charter, and your so-called honor is restored.”

"Admiral Allen Landreau?" DeVeer said formally. "As an inspector of
Pol dep and in the presence of a representative of Amal gamated Wrl ds
Congress and a senior officer of Spacedep, | arrest you on the follow ng

charges: conspiracy, fraud, msuse of public funds, attenpted ki dnap
pi ng, suborning of w tnesses, aiding and abetting grand | arceny and
felony theft, aiding and abetting violation of Treaty Law, and conduct
unbecom ng a senior officer of the Space Departnent."

"Have you quite finished with this fairy tale?" Landreau snapped. "I am
about to return to Earth and pressing duties there-unlike other
officials who seemto have infinite time to play."

"This is scarcely a |l aughing matter, Landreau,' Sunitral said.

"Don't attenpt to instruct me,' the head of Spacedep grow ed, his face

turning red. "You're ny equal, not ny superior. You don't outrank ne
in any way. In fact, Spacedep is a |larger departnment than Alrel dep and
t akes precedence over yours. |If "le didn't exist, there would be no

aliens for your departnment to relate to, not the Siwannese, not your
tame pussycat people!”

"Sir,' DeVeer said, "I nust suggest that you not make any nore
statenments until you have engaged a counsel for your defense. W have

i mpounded your records, and | amobliged to renm nd you that anything you
say now can and may be used in evidence agai nst you." "Read ne-Admra
Landreau-ny rights?" Landreau shout ed.

Near by Doonans turned to | ook. Once the identified Landreau, they
continued to stare.

"How dare you even question a senior official O the governnent, when

t hese damed Reeves an the real troubl emakers?" He flung a contenpt UoU
hand in Todd's direction before he planted a fingertip in the niddle of
the Pol dep chiefs black tunic and pushed. "You, a lumped-up little

Ai sl e constable, have the unmitigated gall to interfere with Spacedep
to access Spacedep files, to snoo: into ny departnent! i have a good
m nd-1 have-!

Landreau suddenly clutched at his chest. H s eye protruded in DeVeer's
direction and then rolled ur into his head as he slid to the floor

"Cet a doctor!" Todd shouted, dropping to hi' knees beside the man.
Rogitel knelt down and ben his head to Landreau's chest.

"Hi s heart has stopped,' Rogitel said, his voic( nore expressionless



t han ever.

"He doesn't get out of it this easily,' Todd said and flattened a hand
over Landreau's sternum H hit it a short rap with the other fist and
then starte( cardi opul monary resuscitation

M ke Solinari was beside themin a noment. "Dr Mdody is comng." He
| ooked at Landreau. "I don' think anything can be done, Todd. Look at
all that blood in his face. | think he had an apopl exy."

"What ?" Rogitel demanded. "Can't you revivi hinP"

"Not fromthat sort of a fit,' the young veterina nan said, exhibiting
only a clinical detachment. "Ht burst a blood vessel. Enbolism
Instantly fatal People with high blood pressure are prone to it.

Probably had it coming for years."

"You can say that again,' said a new voice, and Al Kiachif pushed his
way to the group | ooking down at the Admiral's prone body. "No one had
it coming to himlonger, stronger, or wonger than he did, if you know
what | mean." He pulled at Todd's shoulder. "You might as well stop
that, laddie. It won't do hima bit of good. Don't waste any nore
breath on him | know a deader when | see one." Kate Mody arrived a
nmonent |ater and confirmed young Solinari's and Kiachifs di agnoses.

"There's nothing | can do for him Here, sone of you help nme get him
out of here. W'IIl take himto the Health Center. M skinmmer's
out si de. "

"Commander Rogitel,' DeVeer said, laying a hand on the assistant's arm
and bringing himto his feet. "If you are not going to indulge in a
nmedi cal emergency of your own, | have a list of charges that have been
| ai d agai nst you. WII you come with me now?" Rogitel rose silently.
DeVeer turned back to the Reeves. "Oh, and save ne sone punch, won't
you?" he asked with a twinkle in his eye. "I'll be back as soon as
shut this fellow up." He marched his prisoner away toward the grid,
acconpanied by Hrula to operate the controls.

"I don't believe he's dead,' said Todd, watching the stretcher team
| eave the Hall with their burden

Soneone had spread a tablecloth over Landreau's body before they carried
it away.

"Believe it," Kiachif said firmy, slapping himon the shoul der

"Well, that's that, if you know what i nean. The end of all your
troubles, trials, and tribulations. Wll, this set! Third s gone,
Landreau's sputtered his last, and the Treaty's signed.

Not hing to stand in the way of you living happily ever after, is there?"
Todd and Hrriss exchanged neani ngful gl ances.

"Now that you nmention it, no," Todd said, "particularly the "happily
ever after" bit. Cnon, Hriss, Hruna's had our girls far too I ong
"W owe you so nuch, sir, for coming in when you did," Hu Shih was
saying to First Speaker Hiruna as Todd and Hrriss approached.

"If it is not an inposition, honored sir,' Hrriss asked Hruna politely,



"I would like to dance with ny betrothed." He reached out a hand to
Nrr na.

Nrrna gl anced appealingly at the First Speaker, who patted the female's
hand. "Yes, of course. Such a charmng young |lady. You are npst
fortunate young Hrriss."

"You are so kind, sir,’
Fi rst Speaker.

Nrrna said, lowering hei eyelids prettily at

"And when is the joining to be?" Hrruna asked.
"Soon!" Hrriss said enphatically.

"Very soon,' Nrrna agreed, |ooking lovingly al Hriss. "Possibly
t orror r ow.

The old man sighed as the couple slipped through the cromd. "Ah, if |
was thirty years younger! Bul it is always the lady's choice, isn't it?
| must say, he is a fine young cub

"I couldn't agree nore,' Second Speaker Hrrtc said, watching the couple
swirl gracefully onto the 4n dance floor. "He is one of the hopes for
Hrruba's future.”

"Kel |l y?" Todd asked, bowing to her. "My | have the honor of this
dance. "

"May |, sir?" Kelly asked Hrruna sweetly.

"Yes, do. Enjoy yourselves, young ones!" Hrruna said, jaw dropped. "Ah,
yout h. "

"That's a very pretty dress you have on,' Todd said as with a firm hand
he gui ded Kelly out anong the dancers.

"Al nost have on,' Kelly grimaced, tugging at the filny swags of cloth
and settling them nore securely across her nicely devel oped chest.
"Red's not really ny color."

"I think you can wear any color,' Todd said with genuine gallantry.

"But I'mreally not sure |I should be dancing with you, she said, with
such a firmarmaround his neck and such a firmgrip on his other hand
that he stared at her in surprise. "For one thing, you're not really
suitably dressed for the occasion.”

"Kelly, that's not fair.

he began, and then saw the nerry devil ment in her sparkling eyes.

"Al'l right, I'lIl bite, how should | be dressed?" Suddenly she took the
| ead from himand danced himover to a w ndow | edge.

"You're not wearing tails,' she said, waving a coil of rope in front of
hi mt hat she nust have somehow secreted on the | edge.

"I'magi ne you forgetting an old Rral adooni an custom like that!" Enchanted
by his lover's gesture, he let her tie the rope around his waist and
proceed to tie the other end around hers, conpletely ruining the Iine of



her gown.
"Hey, that's not how to make a rope tail!" he said.
| aughi ng.

"No, it's to keep you from going off sonewhere wi thout taking me with
you!" Now she backed himinto the curtains of the wi ndow and whirled a
| ength around him before she pulled his head down to hers and ki ssed
himlong and lovingly. Not at all surprising, especially since he had
never hoped tc see her again, he responded passionately.

Ki achil had been right-there was nothing at all to stop themliving
happily ever after.

"Friends, feasting, and fine firewater,' Al Kiachit said, carefully
enunci ati ng each word to Ken Reeve, swigging the last of the nlada from
his glass. "That's the elenments that make the besi parties, if you know
what | mean! No, don't take that bottle away, Reeve,' he inplored Ken
as he swept dirty dishes off the table in front of himso he could prop
up his el bows. "Pour me another portion, if you please.”

"Nothing left init, Kiachif." Ken upended the crock to show that it was
enpty. "See?" Kiachif |ooked mournfully at the bottom of his glass. "You
couldn't find another bottle sonewhere nearby, could you?

| always thought you were a merry mate of mine." From|ong experience,
Ken judged the old captain was only a few mnutes fromfalling asl eep
when the power of the mlada hit. "Cm | suppose there's one nore in the
kitchen. You wait here, Kiachif, and I'll see if | can't find it."
"That's fine, fair and friendly of you,' he said with satisfaction, and
propped hinself up to wait, tapping his fingers to the sl ow dance mnusic
and wat ching the coupl es swaying rhythmcally. Ken went into the kitchen
and peeped out through the door until he saw the old spacefarer sag over
onto folded arnms at the table. It had only taken a nmonment when he
wasn't noving or talking for the liquor to relax himconpletely.

"Hrrestan, give me a hand, will you?" Ken asked, getting under one of
Ki achi fs arns and heaving upward. "We'd better put himto bed."

"Wth pleasurrre, ny friend,' the Hrruban said, taking the other arm

Toget her, they hoisted the Codep captain upright and started to wal k him
toward the guest cabins at the far side of the comon.

Ki achi f woke up partway there and gl anced at each of his escorts in turn
fromunder his bushy brows. "That's what | like to see,' he said,
noddi ng approvi ngly. "Cooperation between happy Human and Hrruban. Long
may it continue.

Ken and Hrrestan got Kiachif onto the bunk in one of the rooms and

considerately pulled his boots off. "So long as we can help it,' Ken
said, glancing at his old friend, as they lowered the lights in the
cabin behind them "it always will." They left the old pilot snoring and

went out together to rejoin the cel ebration.



