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Cheerful Companion Experienced Tour Guide for many kindnesses for many years

Outside Kilcoole
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Y anaba Maddock and Sean Shongili held hands in adarknessilluminated only by the glowing eyes of
hundreds of animals and the flames of hundreds of candles. The drumming had stopped now, replaced by
the sweet lapping of diding water, the beat of many hearts and the breathing of many creatures. One
pulse was louder than dl the drums had been, one breath awind that guttered and flared the candles with
each respiration.

‘So how do wedo it here? 'Y anawhispered nervoudly to her love and the father of her unborn
children. * Does the planet give me away or what?

Sean smiled and winked, ‘ No-one has that right but you, love. Let'sjust say that the planet acts as
witness and honorary best being.’

‘...best being,” an echo sang from the cavern walls, *best being...’

He stopped waking and she stopped beside him. All she knew was that they were getting married,
Petaybean-style.

She'd been so busy with her new duties as Petaybee's administrator over the last two months that she
hadn't had enough time to enquire as fully as she would have liked into therite or folkways of the
Petaybean marriage ceremony before it was upon her. Sean's niece, Bunny Rourke, one of Y ana's chief
informants on matters Petaybean, had told her that it was a specid sort of latchkay with anight chant at
the hotsprings. Y ana had attended the bregk-up latchkay when shefirgt arrived. This occasion differed in
that the night chant was at the beginning of the latchkay instead of at the end. Asat al latchkays, there
would be much singing, although probably more at this particular one. Both Sean and Y anawere to
prepare asong for each other. Songs were how Petaybeans celebrated or commemorated all their most
noteworthy experiences. The mode was mostly ether arhyme schemeto someancient Irish air or a
free-verse poem chanted Inuit style to the accompaniment of adrum. Y ana, whose heart was full but
whose mind was too crowded with adminigtrative details while her body was having to make physica
accommodations to her pregnancy, had findly created her song. Other than that, she smply hoped that
things would go well and alowed herself to be led through the proceedings by the people she had trusted
more than once with her life,

Two hours earlier Kilcoole's premiere couturiere, Aiding Senungatuck, had arrived with the gown
she had created for Y ana - rabbit hides crocheted together with woollen yarn in along, panelled design
with aflared skirt, scooped neck and long deeves. The crocheted lace inserts were heavily decorated
with beads made from scavenged wire and the little Petaybean pebbles found in certain streams.
Tumbled, polished, and drilled, the sones were lovely and trand ucent. The gown was ydlow, the
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Petaybean wedding colour, Aiding explained, & squot;Because most of the plants make yellow
dye.&rsquot; The rabbits were contributed from the collecting places of dl the village hunters. Sean's
vest was adarker shade of the yellow, trimmed with beaver fur and blue and white beads.

Now the motes of light formed a circle around the two, and Clodagh Senungatuck, Aiding's Sster and
village hedler, stepped into the centre with Sean and Y ana. Y ana noted with some amusement that as
many of Clodagh's orange striped cats as could crowd around her feet did o, their eyes eerie and
iridescent in the candleglow.

‘Sean Shongili and Y anaba Maddock, we've come here because we understand you got somethin' to
say to dl of your friends and kin here where the planet hears you best, isthat right?

‘Itis&rlquo; Sean said.’| haveasongto sing for you all.’

*Sing for us," soft voices said from the shadows, accompanied by an underlying rumble of throaty
feine purrs, the whicker of the curly-coats, and the affirmative yips of the dogs.

‘Sng," the echo said.

Y ana had no ideahow many bodies were clustered into the cave that day. The line seemed to stretch
clear back to the village and included every man, woman and child, horse, cat, the larger track cats,
everybody's dog teams. She could have sworn that she saw wild game emerge from the brush and join in
the procession just before Clodagh led them into the darkness of the cave behind the hotsprings waterfall.

Sean cleared histhroat. The candleflame shadowed the chisdlled planes of hisface and softened the
outline of hismouth as he began spesking.

"Y anaba, she met the enemy

Coming to us, she met friends aswell And honoured them.

Shemet me, and | met love.

‘With her friends, here around her

With her lover, | who take her hand,

For these people and thisworld embracing us

She met the enemy again and again.

Itisin her nameto do so.

Aijaja

‘Y anaba, who knows my aspects

Y anaba, who has my heart

Y anaba, who honours my world and my people

Y anaba, who carries our future in her body

Y anaba, you are dready part of my life

Y anaba, you aready possess my heart

| tell you this here, with our world as witness,

| want you with mefor ever.

Aja.

Y ana's mouth went suddenly dry. Something soft and furry rubbed againgt her bare ankles. Her
stomach gave a heave and she wondered could the baby be moving so soon, pushing her to speak. She
took Sean's hands as much for support as encouragement and clung to them so tightly that she was afraid
shed leave bruises, except that he returned the strong grip. That gave her the courage she needed. She
felt suddenly light-headed and needed to hold on to him to keep from floating to the top of the cave.

* Sean Shongili, my truest friend and love.

Here | am, awoman whose only song

Was of war and desath.

How can | sngwhat | fed for you?



Y ou gave melifewhen | wasdying,

A homewhen | had known nonein

Many years of wandering,

A family when dl of mineis dead,

A lifeto bear

When | thought | could give only degth.

Y ou showed me anew world and

Invited meto makeit my own.

‘And | do.

In old songs by better sngers

They say, "You aredl theworld to me."

| say so too.

Sean Shongili, you are dl the world to me

And theworld to meisyou.

| loveyou. Takemeas| take you.

Asthey used to say on Earth, "l do.”

Sean took her in hisarmsthen, and kissed her, letting hisbody rest againgt her belly which, dthough
firm and abit fuller and rounder than usud, wasn't that noticesble yet.

Then Clodagh clapped her hands and everyone dispersed leaving Y anaand Sean donein the cave
but not in darkness. Asthe candles departed, awarm soft glow pulsed throughout the cavern and he
eased her to the rock which seemed to melt into a comfortable bed as she and Sean made love. They
always enjoyed that occupation but here, now, in the cave, where the planet was also part of this
communion, shefelt asif she had never before been so consumed by the passion that waysfired up
between them in the act of love. Sean fdlt it too, for his hands were tender, possessive in afashion she
would once have resented, exciting in ways she had never experienced. The climax was so extraordinary
that she wept and knew, from the wetness of the cheek he pressed hard against hers, that he aso had
been rocked by the intensity of their consummation. For amoment, she thought she had died.

Thistimethey did not deep afterwards or dress asthey |eft the cave to join the throng waiting outside
at thethermd poals.

Cheers and laughter greeted them from the people and animals in the springs three pools. Overhead
the stars and moons, real and man-made, lit the sky while the candles planted a ong the sides of the pool
garlanded it with ribbons of light. The big cats sported rather clumsily in the water while the dogs fetched
variousthingsthrown by their masters. The smaller cats sat disdainfully on the edge of the poal. Yana
laughed when one of the curly-coats took arunning jump and dived into the pool making awhae-sized
wave that svamped the shore and wet severd disgusted felineswho began furioudy to lick themsalves
dry.

Then Sean pushed her in and amoment later, a sedl appeared among the splashing, laughing, naked
company. Thisactivity continued till daylight and was the merriest, raunchiest festivity she had ever
attended. Periodicaly, someone would hoist themselves out of the water and run bare-assed to the
baskets beyond the candles to fetch something to cram into their mouths before diving back into a pool.
Fortunately, all the food had been prepared in bite-sized portions, was easily chewed and swallowed, or
was fruit that wouldn't be harmed if it got wet.

At daylight, everyone went ashore and dressed and walked limply home except Sean and Y ana, who
rode double on one of the curlieswhile Bunny led the village girlswho spread flower petals and seeds on
the path before them.

‘I'm starving,' Y anamuttered up into Sean's chin.

He nuzzled the top of her head. ‘Good, you'l like this part then. The feast was prepared before we
left. But don't eat so much or you'll be too full to dance with me afterwards.’



‘Dance? Y ou haveto bejoking! My legsfed like noodles. Umm, noodles. Do you suppose Clodagh
made hers? The ones with the smoked fish and dried tomato sauce?

‘I haveit on good authority that she did. Isdl you think of your ssomach?

‘I'm egting for twol’

‘So you are. Forgive me," he said, lifting her down from the curly-coat's back.

During the feasting, she had ample chancesto rest and gaze into Sean's eyes and messily feed him and
receive food from him, aso part of the wedding protocol. The food was arrayed in the middle of the
mesting house, and Sean and Y anaas well asthe other adults sat on benches along thewall while Bunny
led the younggters of Kilcoolein offering them food.

Meanwhile, everyone occupied themselves by singing the songs they had written for Sean and Y ana.
Bunny sang of her first meeting with Y anaand their wild ride down theriver. Sean's sigter, Sineed, told
how she knew Y anawould be one of them from the time she went on her first hunt. Adak sang of the
hiding of Sean in the snocle shed with Y ana, and making frequent clandestine trips which the powers that
be did not know anything about.

Even Steve Margolies, now residing in Kilcoole with his partner, Frank Metaxos, and Diego, sang of
how Y ana and Sean had reunited him with hisfamily. And Y ana's neighbour across the street had a
hilarious pantomime song about Y anathrowing Colond Giancarlo out of her cabin with the burned fish.
That was one of the few songs rhymed and sung to an old Irish air instead of chanted to drums. Clodagh
sad she beieved the tune went origindly to asong cdled The Charladies Ball'.

Asthe other young people began to clear away the empty serving plates, Diego took his newly
crafted guitar and joined the drummers, Old Man Mulligan on hiswhistle, and Mary Y ulipilik on her
handmade concertina. All together, they wheezed up a quite respectable dance tune.

Seantook Yandshandsin his, led her out onto the floor and then swung himself opposite her at the
top of the cleared hall. Two by two came Dr Whittaker Fiske, who had returned especially to dance at
the wedding, partnering Clodagh, followed by Sinead with Aiding, Moiraand Seamus, Bunny and her
sster Cita, Frank Metaxos and Steve Margolies, Liam Maoney and Bunny's cousin Nulato form a
completered line. Captain Johnny Greene, who had extended his shore leave for the occasion, had
Captain Neva-Marie Rhys-Hdl from SpaceBase as his partner for the dance in another red line while his
fellow copter pilot, Rick O'Shay, gdlantly led old Kitty Intiak on to the floor. Orange catstiptoed daintily
to the food which had been put on the side for them, while the dogs went home to their kennelsto
eagerly await scraps from the feast. Track cats lounged by the doors and on top of the roof and the
curliesgrazed in thelast of the green fiddsleft by the unusudly long, warm summer, now turning to fal.

Somewherein the middle of the third dance, Terce, who was minding the snocle shed, tapped Adak
on the shoulder and hein turn tapped Johnny on the shoulder and whispered something in hisear. The
two men |eft, accompanied by Captain Rhys-Hall, and returned in time to rescue Y anafrom afifth dance.

Marmion de Revers Algemeine and two Company corpsmen in dress white uniforms were with them.

Y anaand Sean stopped dancing to greet their friend, elegant asusua inaroyd bluetunic with a
purple underdress, the top heavily embroidered in jade and slver, matching Marmie's earrings and rings.

‘Marmie! How wonderful that you could come!’ Y ana cried and Marmion kissed both her cheeks,
then Sean's.

‘Y es, and in addition to your wedding present, I'm afraid I've come to take you away from dl this.
The CIS court is reconvening aweek from now and your testimony will be necessary to augment
Commissioner Phon Tho Anaciliact's decision on Petaybee. | thought you'd want to do it yoursdlf, since
going off-planet would be lethd to native Petaybeans.' She glanced down briefly at Yanasmiddieand a
look of consternation flowed over her classic features. 'Oh, my. Timeflies, doesn't it?

Yanasmiled. 'lIt doesindeed. But | seeno reason...’

‘I don't think it'swisefor you to go off-planet thisfar into your pregnancy, Y ana,’ Sean said, hishand
on her shoulder tightening protectively.

Othersin the room had joined them by now. Clodagh and Whit Fiske also greeted Marmie with



kisses on the cheeks and Bunny pushed her way through to them, trailed closely by Diego, who had
stopped playing and dung his guitar across his back as soon as he saw the newcomers arrive.

“How long does she need to be gone, Marmie? Clodagh asked.

‘Not long, | should think. Counting the journey, two weeks your time, three at the most.’

‘“Huh,’ Clodagh said. 'I'd never last that long. Sean neither.’

‘1 mean to betheretoo, Y ana, though as an Interga board member, Marmion said, 'my testimony is
assumed to be biased and sdlf-serving in one of those peculiarly bureaucratic fashionsthat people can't
redly explain anyhow. It'stoo bad there's no qudified native Petaybean to testify.’

‘I qudify and | think | could go too,' Bunny said, pulling at her deeve. 'I'm young enough to go
off-planet without any ill effectsand | know everything that's happened. | could Sng them the song |
made about it. Though Diego's songs are better.’

‘If you're going, I'm going,’ Diego said. 'Now's my chance to show you al those technicd thingsyou
keep telling me couldn't possibly work! Besides, | wouldn't want your head getting turned by al those
guysinuniform. And | could see my mom," he added with aglance a Marmion, asif the more
conventiona reason might sway her where his desire to be with Bunny might not.

“We need Colond Maddock - or isit Shongili now? Marmie asked with atwinkle.

‘| think for courtroom purposes I'd better remain Maddock for the time being,’ Y ana said.

‘Y ana, you're four months pregnant,’ Sean said. 'With my child.' The emphasis, Y anaknew, was not
merely possessive. Because of Sean's dua nature as man and seal, he was concerned just how many of
histraits his children would inherit and how deeply an off-planet experience would affect them.

‘Matty women are on duty right up until delivery now, Sean,' she said, dropping her hand to hisarm
and giving it areassuring squeeze. '‘And you heard Marmie, it will only be three weeks. If | have Bunny
dong...’

Clodagh touched Sean's hand. 'It should be OK that long, Sean. And Petaybee needs her to do this!’

‘| suppose so. | only wish | could accompany her.’

‘I'd take good care of her, Uncle Sean. Y ou know | would,' Bunny said, throwing her arms around
hiswag.

‘And I'd take care of both of them, Dr Shongili,' Diego said, with achalenging look a Marmion.

Marmion smiled at him and said, 'With you as adult guardian, | see no problem in Bunny and Diego
accompanying you, Yana. Infact, I'm sure CIS Anaciliact would appreciate al the support he can get. |
don't suppose little Cita...?

But Sean denied that choice with afirm shake of hishead. 'After dl she's been through she's much too
fragilein my opinion. Citagtays here. Besides, Coaxtl frets hersdf into moulting mountains of hair if the
girl isout of Sght for any extended period.’

‘| can tell what needs to betold, to anyone who asks, Bunny said at her staunchest.

‘Sean,' Yanasaid, turning to look into his dear, worried face. 'Duty does have away of calling
regardless of personal convenience, love!’

‘1 wouldn't stop you from doing what you think you need to do, even if | thought | could get away
withit, Yana' Hisgrin was dightly strained and anxious and so were his eyes. She understood his
concern, and maybe more than just 'understood’ after their union in the cave. '‘But be careful

Two hours later they were ready to depart, though Y ana deeply regretted the necessity of leaving her
new husband so precipitoudy. She consoled hersalf with the knowledge that what they had between
them would keep, on the ice and in the hest, come what may.

Clodagh gave each of them an dmost ritualistic kiss and embrace, putting alittle leather bag on a
thong around their necks.

Asshehung Yanas around her neck, Yanaasked, 'What'sthis?

‘It'sdirt, Clodagh said smply.

‘Dint?



"Y es. Petaybee wants you to have something to remember it by. The dirt'sfrom the cave.’

Not long before, Y anawould have been stymied how to receive such a statement, but now she
sgueezed Clodagh warmly in an embrace of her own. 'This makes mefed alot better.’

Then Sean clasped her in afarewell embrace and she, Bunny and Diego boarded the Company
shuttle that would take them to Marmion's executive space-liner, waiting in orbit. In Y anas carryall was
Sean'swedding vest, to deep with, and a hastily made town recording to Petaybean relativesin
Company service. Bunny carried afrozen fish for her cousin Charlie from his parents and a basket of
pemmican from the wedding feast for homesick Petaybeans. Diego carried |etters from hisfather to his
mother and abasket of his favourite Petaybean foods plus nutrients to keep himsalf and Bunny hedthy on
thejourney.

Once aboard the spaceliner, Sally Point-Jefferson, Marmion's aide, tenderly placed Charli€sfishin
the freezer. Bunny remained glued to the viewscreen, watching Petaybee shrink into atiny point of light in
the vastness of black space. She bent and unbent her fingers againgt the port in farewd | as her home

disappeared atogether.

Shipside
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Bunny turned away from the window, alittle gasp of dismay escaping her throat, her eyes misty with
suppressed tears.

‘I never thought I'd see the last of Petaybee,’ she said in such amournful tone that Diego immediately
took her into awarm embrace, murmuring reassurances and some of the silly namesthat he had created
for her.

‘Now, gatita,' he said, the name meaning 'little cat' or 'kitten', 'it's not asif you won't be coming back,
or anything. It'sonly for alittlewhile. And | bet that no-one from Kilcoole has ever seen Petaybee from
gpace like you just did. Looks like one of those stones Aiding polishes up, the bluey oneswith the white
bands.’

‘Yes, | guessit doesat that,' Bunny said, sniffling until Marmion handed her atissue. 'Oh, sorry.
Didn't bring anything to blow into.’

‘What the well-gppointed vessdl hasin quantity - things you don't remember to bring with you,’
Marmion said kindly. 'l forget how hard it isto leave aplace you love. Only think how excited you'll be
to seeit in the viewscreen on your way back. The better view!’

Marmion then organized everyoneinto doing things: like settling into their cubicles, getting food,
getting comfortable. 'I've had Sdlly acquire clothing for you or you'l al be over-warmly dressed where
we're going. It'saso very important, | think, that we choose garments that will seem appropriate to our
misson.’

‘What's wrong with what we're wearing? Bunny wanted to know for she was wearing the beautiful
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Gather Blouse Aiding had made out of the materid Y anahad gifted her with. The blouse made her fed
very degant and adult, and Diego said it was the nicest thing held seen her in.

‘I'm not suggesting you change your style, dear, Marmion said in a conciliatory tone, ‘and that blouse
iscertainly lovely but you can't appear every day init. So Sdly and | scrounged around to see what
would be you aswell asah... not too conspicuoudy different. Oh," and she gave an exasperated sigh as
she saw the defiant look on Bunny'sface, for al I'm supposed to be so diplomatic, I'm not putting thisin
the right words, am |? But then, where we're going, one is not often judged by what they are, but what
they seem to be. Y ou know what I'm talking about, Colond Y anadear, don't you? And Marmion
appeded to Y ana on more than the one count she wastrying to explain.

‘1 do, indeed, Marmion..." Yanatried to pull afold over her belly from the materia of her one-piece
auit and failled with alaugh. Til need asizelarger, | know.’

‘Oh, you're easy to do, Yana,' Marmion said. 'Wasn't she, Sally?

The aide laughed and nodded. 'With trouser pleatsfor expansion,’ she said. '‘And atunic tailored just
that little bit fuller acrossthe... ah... hips’

‘Itisnt my hipsthat worry me,' Y anasaid with agrin, hoping to clear Bunny'stroubled expression.

‘Diego, weve ordered you the very latest,” Marmion went on and then giggled in one of those
displays of amusement which charmed her friends. 'In fact, the whole operation was agrest dedl of fun.
Why don't you and Bunny go see what'sin your wardrobes? WEell till have timeto discard what you
redly can't possibly be seen in before you haveto be seeninit.’

Diego escorted Bunny firmly to the cabins they'd been assigned. Only when the pand had did shut
behind them did Marmion's expression dter to one of concern.

“You do know what | mean, Y ana?

‘Oh, yes, Marmion. | know precisely what you're trying to do and so does Diego. He knowsthe
drills. So do I. So, now what? Or do we wait for the othersto return before you tell usthe bad news?

‘How ever did you know thereis some?

‘Because you're taking such especid painsto make us seem normd, look normal and yet different
enough so welll gtill be"origind™ aswell as acceptable’

Marmion, handsloosely clagped in her lap, considered that. ‘It will not be smooth sailing, dthough |
have every confidence that common sense, at least thisonce, will prevail. Intergd, aswell as other
holding companiesthat have vast numbers of star sysemsheld in fief as Petaybeeis, will be watching.
The scientifically acute are fascinated by the idea of a sentient planet. Y ou must know that, with dl the
paper that's flooded your desk since they got a name to send messagesto.’

Y ananodded ruefully. 'No kidding. There's been so much of it | haven't even beguntoreadit dl,
much less answer it. Sean's been doing alot of the footwork, | suppose you'd cdll it, and that leaves
Diego asthe only other literate person in the north, other than hisfather and Steve Margolies, who are
busy enough with their own work. Loncie Ondelacy is able to do somein the South. Diego's been
teaching Bunny to read and write but, fast as sheis, she can't learn enough in a couple of monthsto do
more than help with alphabetica filing. Mogt of the letters seem to be from people who want to cometo
Petaybee for some reason or other - | can't believe there's so many out there al of a sudden when the
planet's been so quiet for years. "Weve had several enquiries from drug companiestoo and | have no
ideahow Clodagh's cures can be reproduced at this point. Even with agood growing season this year,
the planet so far has provided just about enough to keep native Petaybeans supplied - if we're actualy
going to try to farm some of Clodagh's plants and produce her curesfor awider population well haveto
do it in some way that doesn't overtax Petaybee. Clodagh's not even sure, at this point, if some of the
ingredients can live off-planet. | knew thiswas going to take alot of work, but it ssemsto me that
someone's been broadcasting outside the committee alot of what ought to be classified information about
the planet's sentient nature. It's pushing us to go much faster than we're equipped to do at present.’

Marmion said, ‘I understand your concern, and discretion certainly has been urged on all parties
where Petaybee is concerned. I'm afraid what you're dedling with now isonly, if you'll pardon the



expression, thetip of theiceberg. Some of our board members are expressing concern that other
colonized worlds might try to clam smilar status. They're worried that Petaybee will set a precedent. If
there were some way to reassure them that thisis a one-off case of planetary sentience..." and she
cocked her head hopefully a Y ana.

“Y ou expect meto be able to answer that, Marmion? | can barely cope with the knowledge that
therésone. ..’

‘And that's exactly the attitude you ought to take, if | may make such asuggestion. Reaffirming it
whenever asked just asyou did to me now.’

‘But suppose Petaybee isn't aone-off..." Yanaliked to know she wastelling the truth, inadvertently
or otherwise.

Marmion sighed. 'All the more reason, from the board's standpoint, for keeping information about
Petaybee hush-hush. They'd just as soon not give inhabitants of other terraformed planets any ideas but,
at the sametime, | expect CISisgoing to want some sort of poll to try to determineif other worlds
formerly considered habitats are indeed sentient beings.’

Shegaveagusty sgh. 'It al seemed so easy back there," and sheflicked her fingersin the generd
spatid direction of Petaybee. 'L ots of things seemed easy back there’

‘Mostly because there weren't so many things to cloud perceptions,’ Yanasaid.

‘Well, that'sitem one, Y ana," Marmion went on briskly. "We have no way of knowing if there are
more sentient planets so well pretend Petaybee's an exception. As such, it will make our job that much
easer. | think!

‘What's item two?

‘Mathew Luzon isrecovering from hisinjuriesand...’

‘ Determined to somehow make usal pay for theindignities he suffered? Y ana supplied when
Marmion hesitated.

‘Y es, not to refine too much on it. That'swhy I've put some precautionsin train. Sdly..." and she
gestured to her aide who immediately handed Y ana a dim device which had avariety of depressible
keys. 'Thisis precaution number one. Carry it with you at al times and asinconspicuoudy as possible.
It'll fit nicely in'your brassiere. Put it on the left, depression side up and memorize the positions of the
various function keys so you can jud..." and she placed acasud hand over her Ieft breast ... Sgnd
what's needed.’ She grinned. 'Asyou'll see, it's got asenditive recorder and afew off-stage tricks that can
be implemented. Rather handy.’

‘Have you needed such adevice? Y anaexamined it, noting theicons aswell asthe abbreviationslike
REC and MAY which were sdf-explanatory.

‘Not "needed” precisdy, Marmion alowed, 'but | dwaysfelt more... secure... when| wasin
unknown space as it were, with that gadget in place. Then I've also gppointed you "assstants’,' and now
shedid look dightly embarrassed.

‘Assistants? Y ana cocked her head at Marmion.

“Yes, well, everyone who is anyone hasthem...’

‘And | must gppear to be "everyone' or "anyone'... And who's my assistant?

Y ou havethree, Sdly and Millard Ephasios for show, and someone you don't need to have named
as undercover guardian, Marmion explained, finishing with her charmingly ingenuous smileimmediatdy
counteracted by ady wink. 'And you won't know who that is’

‘Hmm. All these subversive measures

‘Discreet, my dear Yana,' Marmion corrected her.

‘Are necessary, you fed?

‘| don't like the weather report,” Marmion said.

‘Have you mindersfor Diego and Bunny?

‘I doand I know they'll suit right down to the ground.’



‘ Areyou giving Bunny one of these? Y ana held up the dim device, which was no more than two
fingerslong and two knuckleswide. 'She loves gadgetry.’

‘No, their bracelets should be adequate. As 1'm sure you noticed, Bunny's unsettled enough about the
venturing forth. | don't want to upset her further. She's naturaly shrewd anyway and what she doesn't
know about human nature, Diego knows about space-faring ways.’

‘Thistrip will do her understanding of the galaxy aworld of good,' Y anaremarked and, when
Marmion gave her astartled look and started to laugh at her choice of words, she joined in. "Wherésthe
gdley onthisboat? Y ou'd think the way | eat, | hadn't seen food since break-up!”’

“Y ou go with Sally to see your wardrobe and I'll just fix alittle something to tide you over to dinner
time Marmion said.

“You? Cook? Yanasaid.

Marmion smiled atriflearchly. 'Actualy I'm rather good, aren't I, Sally? And when her aide nodded
affirmatively, 'But | only do it for very specia people’

S0 you get to bear-lead me, huh, Sally? Yanasaid as she followed Sdly to her cabin.

They passed the ones assigned to Diego and Bunny and heard the spirited discussons within.

‘ And people wear thingslikethis?I'd freeze.. .’

“You're not going to be on Petaybee and it'sa great colour for you, gatita...’

‘Well, I dunno about theway it clings...’

‘Trust me,’ Diego sad, it'sterrific.’

Yanagrinned to Sdly asthey passed.

The selection made for Y ana quite took her breath away. Sheld never had many occasionsto dress
up and the extent of the apparel displayed for her approva ranged from severdly tailored to rich formal
attire.

“Whenever would | wear something like this? she asked Sdlly, holding out agore of the garnet
gynthi-gilk full skirt, even as she was mentdly trying it on. Then she noticed the decorations - copying
Petaybean designs - on the neck and deeve bands.

‘“Therewill be one or two forma occasions when you'll need to be extradegant,’ said Sally, taking
another fold and holding it up to Y ana'sface. 'Y es, | thought this would be agood colour for you.’

‘I've never had anything so... 0 soft and..." She couldn't resst stroking the fine fabric against her
cheek.

‘Feminine? asked Sdly. 'About time, then.' Then she went to the more tailored semi-uniform
garments. 'Y ou'll have more use of these and’

‘Oh," and Y ana's wondering fingers caught at the Petaybean designs discreetly worked into the
pocket flaps.

‘Marmion was so taken with the Petaybean designs when wefirst arrived on the planet that we asked
Aiding to do us some trestments. Subtle but noticeable and definitely smart. That woman has an excellent
clothes sense. Too bad it's been limited to rabbit skins and handwovens, not that' - and Saly hastily
corrected the impression that she might be disparaging -'those haven't been handsome fabrics - just
more... ah... practica than you'd need on Station.’

‘Which are we going to, by theway? Marmion didn't say.’

‘Oh," and Sdlly tossed out this bombshell as nonchaantly as she could, 'Gal-Three, of course.’

Y anagulped and her mind raced from one consideration to another: it was the largest of the Space

Cities, certainly in this sector of inhabited space, the headquarters of haf a dozen of the more massive
and prominent diversified enterprisesaswell as CIS, Gallegd, Ga-nava and other galactic agencies. It
was immense and was congtantly updating its facilities with state-of-the-art technologies. Bunny would be
totally overwhelmed and Y ana understood why Marmion was going to such lengthsto dress them -
clothes can give you confidence just as uniforms can bestow anonymity at times - and why they would
need hidden dert devices and 'assstants. Y ana hoped that Diego knew something about Gal-3 - at least



its reputation.

‘Baptism into civilization by total immersion? she quipped at Saly to cover her uneasy chagrin.

‘Shell bewdl protected, Yana' Sally was deadly serious.

“Then who've you got riding herd on her?

‘Riding herd? Oh, yes. Good term.’ Sdly grinned. 'Marmion hasroped -' Sdly grinned to ease Y anas
tension, - apair of her young relatives... not too young, though, and very knowledgesble... to help out.
And avery competent person asthe discreet guard. Shell have fun, too. Thisisgoing to be quitea
learning experience’

‘Not just for her,' Yanasaid with asigh.

“Well, do you approve? Marmion asked, coming in to the cabin with aloaded tray.

‘I'll never be aswell dressed again,' Yanasaid, on the end of asigh. 'Oh, that smdllsdivine...’

‘Good natural foods always do. Thisis earth chook.’

"Chicken?

‘Prepared from amuch coveted family recipe known to The famille de Revers asthe Colond's
Southern Fried Chicken, said Marmion, snatching off the cover of the main dish with adramatic gesture.
"The colond was my many-greats ancestor who fought in some sort of early war on Earth.’

‘Ohhh," and Y ana, sniffing deeply, made no more concessions to courtesy but sank down on the chair
by the table and served hersdlf from the large platter.

‘What smells so good? Bunny asked, Diego right behind her, sniffing with hisnot so small proboscis.

Yummy!”

‘There's enough for al and more that can be hotted up if anyone has an appetite,” Marmion said with
understandable pride as the young people pulled chairs up to the table.

Marmion and Saly exchanged glances at the success of their agenda.

SpaceBase
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Sean forced himself back to work after seeing Y ana off. He had hoped that they would have had a
little time to spend together. Hed arranged hisinvestigationsin the south so that they could. Damn CIS.
But he had to trust Marmion de Revers Algemeine. She was awake on every count and more than able
to handle whatever the ungood Captain Torke Fiske and ex-chairperson Dr Matthew Luzon could be up
to. Sean did not doubt for amoment that they had plans underway to discredit Marmion, Y ana, Bunny
and Diego, perhaps even to discredit Anaciliact - though he would be the hardest person to compromise
of thelot of them that had gone so bravely forth today. Sean just didn't see either Torkel Fiske or
Matthew Luzon forgetting the indignities both had suffered on Petaybee, well deserved though they had
been.


G:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
G:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
G:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\

Luzon may have broken legs but with new hedling techniques those injuries wouldn't put him out of
action much longer. And nothing had broken his brains any more than they dready were or dtered the
sense of outrage the man had sustained when dl his calculations had backfired. Of course, he had lost
credibility with Farringer Bdl, the secretary generd of Intergal, but that would only make him more
anxiousto retdiate.

The Company too, was retdiating, gpparently intent on drowning the newly gppointed interim joint
governors of affairs Petaybean, himsalf and Y ana, under amountain of paperwork.

At SpaceBase, most of the severa tons of paper that was stacked celling highin Y anaslittle cabin
would have been éectronically transmitted. So far Kilcoole had no eectrical power, nor did it want to
acquire any in the near future. The generator which ran Adak's radio was inadequate for the volume of
communication the Company suddenly found necessary to transmit. The battery-powered comunits
weren't up to the job ether. So couriers were sent several timesaday viatwo of the hovershuttles that
had been sent down to aid in the repair of SpaceBase.

Three weeks after the planet had destroyed the landing fields and many of the surrounding buildings
by extruding massed rock up through the centre of the facility, SpaceBase had been dl but evacuated.
Meanwhile, troops were busily relocating buildings around the old cleared perimeter and salvaging what
they could until small shuttles could ferry enough materid to build anew landing pad. Before thefirst
shipment could arrive, however, the planet gave the Company another demonstration of its power.

Sean and Y anawere riding the curlies towards SpaceBase and were just in sight of the standing
stones the planet had made of the landing field. Suddenly both curlies shied and whinnied. About the
sametime, the trees began to shimmy, theriver dongside thetrail churned asif stirred by millions of giant
fish, and the ground shuddered. Both curlies abruptly sat down, Sean and Y ana till astride them.

‘Earthquake!" Y anayelled but Sean had found himsdf grinning back at her and pointing.

For the standing stones were tumbling. The planet, with amighty swallow followed by severd small
gps, was retrieving the stones and earth with which it had made such an impression on Intergd's principal
Petaybean outpost.

Y anagrinned back a him through the cloud of gritty dust and the grinding roar and dam of the
planet's machinations.

‘Well, isn't that something? she said when the tremors subsided. The curliesroseto their feet. The
soldiers working around the edge of the base crept back to survey the damage done when the structures
the planet had hoisted doft suddenly settled back to ground level again, though not exactly in their former
places or conformation. '‘And what, do you suppose, wasthat al about?

‘Scientificdly, | suppose this subs dence probably has something to do with the volcanic and seismic
activity happening near the equator - snceit's busy building up layersin the seathere. Maybe it needed
thisbit esawhere. What it lookslike, however, isin light of the Company's agreement to be sensible,
Petaybee is showing that it'swilling to et bygones be bygones'’

Now he was wishing his planet was not so forgiving.

Though repairs and replacements had only brought SpaceBase back to about afourth of its former
capacity, it seemed to have plenty of power to generate the damned paperwork which only Sean and
Y anawere available or able to handle. Frank Metaxos and Steve Margolies, though literate and willing to
be helpful, were till Company employees and as such kept far too busy with their own work to assist in
adminigrative chores.

, really must get a literacy programme going as soon as possible, hereflected ruefully.

Until now he hadn't redly been aware of the volume of work, since he had been out canvassing the
planet, trying to find out which needs the people wanted met, how they perceived the planet'swishesin
their areas, what sort of interaction they desired with the Company. He also assisted Clodagh in finding
new areas where the plantsfor her cures grew and generaly tried to obtain afeeling for what was needed
beyond Kilcoole. Fortunately, Lonciana Ondelacy, aformer Company Corpswoman, was also literate
and she was able to do much of the work in the South. Unfortunatdly, al of the paperwork till had to be



processed at SpaceBase before that destined for the South could be sent to Loncie. Portage, the
southern continent's landing base, wasn't equipped for alarge volume of traffic or anything much larger
than ashuttle. Whittaker Fiske had been helping transfer relevant documentsto Loncie by loaning
Petaybee's new administration the services and copter of his persond pilot, Johnny Greene.

Now Sean picked up a piece of paper, this one from the Ambassador of someplace called Petra 6.
"Towhom it may concern,’ it began.

We have recently been apprised of information leading usto believe that relatives of some of our
stlersreside on Planet Terraform B. Our people would like to know how to comply with thevisa
process on your world in order to be reunited with their estranged family members.

YrsTruly,

Alphonsina Torunsdotter, Ambassador.

Before he could think of areply, the door to the cabin banged open and apair of battered men,
bound tightly with sinew rope and each wearing adead animal around his neck, fell into the room. They
were closaly followed by the fuming form of Sean's sgter, Sinead, who dammed the door shut.

“Youwon't believewhat | caught these two, these two murderers doing, Sean!" Sinead said.

‘I believe exhibits A and B might dready betied around their necks, Sis" Sean said mildly.

“Yes, but they didn't claim thisfox or thiswolf from any of the culling places. They went into the
woods and using their so-called civilized weapons -' she dapped two laser rifles atop atottering pile of
papers, causing an avalanche which al but buried the prisoners'- smply slaughtered these perfectly
hedthy creatures without so much as aby-your-leave or athank-you!’

‘MMMhmmm," Sean said, eyeing the prisoners. ‘And what do you have to say for yourselves?

‘Wéll,' the bearded one began, ‘'we did ask weeks ago how to gpply for ahunting licence on
Petaybee, after some Corps buddies of ourstold us about al the game here, but we never got an answer
so wefigured, backwater planet, wide open, anything goes.’

Sinead grabbed him by the hair and pulled his face back so that he could only see her cross-eyed
glare. 'Y ou figured wrong, wormbreath.’

“Y ou should', Sean told the men, 'have been patient. How did you get here anyway? SpaceBaseis
only trangporting officia personnd these days.’

‘We - uh - we caught the shuttle’

‘What shuttle?

‘The PTS shuttle our soldier buddiestold us about.’

‘Excuse me,' Sinead said.

‘Stands for Petaybean Tourist Service,' the man whose hair she had hold of said quickly. 'Lookslike
it'sbrand new - arrived on MoonBase afew hours beforewe did.’

The other man said, 'l demand that you and this -this amazon of yours

‘Thelady', Sean sad, ismy sgter.’

‘That you and your sster untie us and inform us of what laws we have broken and notify our
Ambassador a once. | am Dr Vincent de Peugh, vice-president in charge of resource utilization for
Intergal’'s Terra Section Delta and thisis my colleague, Dr Raymond Ersol, vice-president in charge of air
qudity control. We do not intend to spend our vacations being victimized by your government on some
trumped-up charges.’

Sean rose from behind the paperwork, lifted several sheets from the head and shoulders of Dr Ersol
and nestly replaced them on the desk, which he then leaned againgt, ankles and arms crossed.

‘Well, gentlemen, | can seethat you've been mided. Y ou've broken no written law, as such, sncewe
have yet to write any. Quite smply, the people who live here know that one hunts only to live on
Petaybee and one takes only the game which offersitsaf. What | would like to see from you isyour
authorizationto be hereat al. Asfar as| know, at thistime, only officia personnd and designated
settlers approved and transported by Intergal are alowed to be here - not off-world employees looking



for what you consider recreation. What we, as Sinead has so tactfully explained, consider wanton murder
of an dlied species. Y ou see, and as aresource manager, Dr Peugh, I'm sure you'll understand this, we
of Petaybee, people, animals, plants and planet, have a system and we al depend on each other. Y ou've
just gone and upset that system something terrible. Now then, Sinead will be glad to release you after
you've accompanied her to make due restitution to those you've offended.’

*And our property? Ersol nodded to therifles.

‘WEell return it to you on Earth, if you'd care to leave aforwarding address. Might take awhile
though. Backwater place like Petaybee, the postal serviceis atrocious. No doubt that'swhy | never
received your request, or if | did,’ and he gestured to the piles of paper, 'l haven't got around to
answering it yet. Sinead, | think maybe you might get Liam to accompany you and maybe Dinah. She's
been driving Liam nuts since Diego left. And you could loosen the hobbles on these gentlemen so you
don't haveto carry them outside again.’

Sinead gave him amock saute and hauled her prisoners back outside again.

Sean sighed. It didn't look like he was going to be bored while Y anawas shipside anyway. Now hed
better seeif he could enlist Whit Fiske to help him find out about this Petaybean Tourist Service shuttle
business.

Sipside

Y ana, Bunny, Diego and Marmion were al together in the forward viewing lounge asthe greeat
sorawling array of interlocking circlesthat was Ga-3 grew from aglittering spot of light toitsred
majestic splendour. The circles were stacked five deep 'horizontdly' and, in places, ninein'vertical’
aignment. There were two morethick, squat circles at nadir and zenith of the complex which housed its
defendve equipment. Yanastared in fascination. She'd never had such aview of the facility: both of her
trips here had been made in the belly of atroop transport. She rather thought they'd been docked on one
of the nadirward circles.

Diego was explaining the various level sto agoggle-eyed Bunny: the upper level wasfor executives
and company chairpersons, the next level was genera for the Gal-3 resident population, housing
recreation and mercantile areas, the middle one was probably al accommodeation, transents and
residents, while the fourth was devoted to repair, environmenta controls, and so on, and thefifth storage,
while the blobs on top and bottom were restricted to Federation personnel, defence and administration.

‘Wait amin, Diego.' Bunny findly got her awe under control. 'Peoplelivedl their livesonthis...
thing?

‘Sure. | haven't lived that long on a planetary surface, you know," he replied.

Her look was clearly 'you poor deprived kid' but he didn't noticeit, for he was waxing verbose on the
entertainment and catering treats that were in store for her.

‘Oh, and | have just the right couple to be sure you don't missthe right places,” Marmion said
cheerfully. 'My nephew and niece... or rather, my late husband Henri Algemeine's nephew and niece but
they are such charming youngstersthat | know you won't object to their company.’

Y anacould see Diego wincing and Bunny's blink of astonishment.

‘“They redlly do know their way around," Marmion went on firmly to squelch incipient rebellion. 'Bailey
Algemenes sixteen

‘Eighteen, Marmion,’ Sdly corrected her.

‘Remember, he graduated from Aldebaran Tech last month.’

‘ Aldebaran Tech? Diego bresathed respectfully.

‘Time doesfly, doesn't it. Yes, and | do believe he got both patents on his escape pod projects.’

‘Escape pods? Diego was impressed.

‘But he'sfreefor awhile and waiting for just the right opportunity. So it'sfortunate heson Ga-Three
right now, isn't it? Marmion's bright smile for such serendipity wasirresistible.

“Y our niece? Bunny asked with asideways, and dightly proprietary, glance a Diego.



‘Charmion'sfinished her coursein neurd deprivation. .. she'sa Pultney-Gabbison, you know,’
Marmion bubbled on. 'So she came with Bailey for avisit. He's been showing her around Gal-Three,
t00. She's nineteen. Almost too athletic for agirl in her socia position." Marmion sighed and, having
delivered her message, turned to watch the docking. Now, smoothly aiming at the second horizontal
group of circles, thefar from insignificantly sized spacelaunch became amote asit wasreceived into the
small docking areawhich catered to the vessels of people of rank smilar to hers. Y anabegan to agree
with Sdly, that proper clothes would lend confidence: not much else would.

A meodious chime rang through the launch and so did the verba announcement that al docking
procedures had been completed and the passengers might now disembark.

A cluster of people stood politely awaiting their arrival. ‘Bots, attached to grav floats, scurried on
board to collect luggage - Bunny followed their progress with round eyes. Y ananoticed her hands
twitching at her sdes asif she wanted to take one apart and see what itsinnards were like.

Bailey and Charmion were easy to pick out of the group: they were the youngest: the boy with long
black hair in aclever clip and the girl with ahead of very blond curlsthat framed aface appropriately
enough as ‘charming’ as her name. They were dso avery good-looking pair, fashionably clad in some of
the very coloursthat Bunny had protested about. They aso looked intelligent and welcoming, with no
trace of the stylish boredom so many young aristocrats affected. Charmion was obvioudy fond of her
aunt and called out a stream of greetings as Marmion disembarked her launch.

Beyond Charmion and tall Bailey, Y anasaw theimposing figure of Millard Ephasios, one of the aides
Marmion had had with her on Petaybee, and decided that the tall, attractive, grey-haired gentleman with
the patient expression on hisface was one of Marmion's suitors and the older woman her socid
secretary. The woman was impeccably dressed and had an organizationa air about her, like arear
echelon officer. Rentnor Bavistock was her secretary and Cynthia Grace was Marmion'sfinancid
adviser. Marmion murmured that Cynthiawould be a good person to talk to on how to set up small
businesses on Petaybee so that people like Clodagh, who'd be gathering and processing Petay-bee's
pharmaceutica wedth, could set themsalves up properly. Y ana sighed, not redly wanting to impose
'modern’ anything on her friends. She also discovered that things weren't really what they appeared to be
on Gal-3.

Residence permits, in the form of metal braceletsto beworn at al times said Rentnor firmly, were
immediately clamped around each wrigt.

‘Don't even take them off when you shower,’

Marmion added, taking hers from Rentnor and noting that Sally was dready wearing one. 'Loss can
cause the most remarkable problemsin getting about the facility.”

“Youwouldn't believe!' Baley said, rolling hiseyes and grinning a Bunny and Diego.

Thelast member of the welcoming committee wore an officia-looking ouitfit, tailored to his spare
figure, with collar tabs Y ana didn't recognize but which were sufficiently intricate to denote high rank. He
was swarthy, with aclose-shaven pate of black hair, an oddly asymmetrical countenance which made his
large nose seem to divide the disparate sides. His black eyes were patient and he had adight lift to one
corner of awide mouth. Like awell-trained or very polite officia, he waited until theinitial exchange of
introductions, news and urgent messages had been accomplished before he stepped forward to take and
kissthe hand Marmion held out to him.

‘Oh, Commander, how good of you to take the time,” Marmion said and then introduced
Commander Na an Hon. 'I've told my friendsto be very careful of their ID braceets’

‘Indeed, a caution worth repeating frequently,” he said. Then, turning to the newcomers, 'While the
brace ets will admit you to every level but Nadir and Zenith, you would be wise not to explore or you
may find yoursdf missng ahand.’

Bunny gasped and protectively clasped her braceleted hand to her chest.

‘Now, Nd, | won't have you frightening my young friends smply because they're dirtfoots,” Marmion
sadwith alittle reassuring laugh.



‘It's because they're dirtfoots that | do," he said with no apology and caught Y anas gaze, nodding to
mean that hiswarning was for her aswell. Y anaraised an eyebrow at him. And to think, Sx months ago
she might have said something smilarly preposterous to someone like hersdlf. 'Having said that, | would
be happy to escort your friendsinto Zenith Ring for The Tour.’

“How kind of you, Na. When weve had timeto settlein, I'll take you up on that offer,” and Marmion
twinkled flirtatioudy at the Commander.

‘Then| shall await your cal, madame, he said and with a courteous bow withdrew.

‘And you will tell me what that was al about, won't you, Rentnor, Cynthia? Marmion said in an
undertone and with no single sparkle of amusemen.

“Hmmm. But it will take an hour or so, Marmie,' Cynthiasaid. 'Meanwhile, let's get to your suite.’ She
gave alittle convulsive shudder. ‘It's so open out here’

Bailey and his cousin Charmion immediately moved to bracket Diego and Bunny. "Well lead on, Aunt
Marmie,' Balley said.

And Y anahad Sdly on one sde and Millard on the other while Rentnor and Cynthia partnered
Marmion as they made their way out of the docking bay. When the lock doors closed with a satisfactory
dank, Cynthia uttered alittle Sgh of relief.

‘Agoraphobic? Yanaasked Sdly.

‘Definitely. Her launch only has aviewscreen in the pilot's compartment,’ Sdly said. 'It can take you
likethat, you know.’

‘| thank the starsthat | don't,’ Yanareplied. Y ou've been well, Millard?

‘Tolerably, thank you, Colonel Maddock-Shongili.’

‘I've been Y anato you before, Millard,' Yanasaid repressively.

‘I'm practising, Y ana,' Millard said with a mischievous grin that seemed out of place on his serious
face.

‘For what?

‘For making it very plain to even casual observers,' and Millard paused significantly,’ that you are not
just atrandent or inggnificant dirtfooter!’

‘Oh? Yanaasked, amused that he too had noticed. '‘And what do you suppose gives anyone that
impression? The Colond or the hyphenated surname?

‘Either,’ replied Millard imperturbably, idly glancing at those passing them in the corridor. Taking a
long step, he got on the walkway - the- four young people were well ahead of them now on that
transportation -and turned to hold out ahand for Y ana.

She had ahdf-formed notion to remind him that she was scarcely infirm when anudge from Sdly
behind her made her accept the proffer of courteous assistance. Fedling dightly regal, Y ana accepted
with asmileand anod to Millard.

“You'redoing just greet, Yana," Sally murmured in her ear.

‘“Will you be colonelling me, too? Y anawhispered back.

“No, but I'm another woman and patently your companion, while Millard has been booted into the
role of escort.’

‘Oh’

When they reached the main concourse, Y anawas sorry that Bunny wasin front of her. Shewould
have liked to see the girl's expression when she beheld the mechanica and commercia splendours of the
Second Levd. Not only wasthere acelling monorail in operation but four levels of shops on this part of
the concourse and belt steps at regular intervalsto get you easily from one level to another. Some of the
shops were blasting passersby with their sounds, smells, and sensua outputs. .. assaultsto which the
residents were now immune but which would stun Bunny asthey did Y ana, who had only heard about
such concourses. The lower-leve facilities she had infrequently patronized as an officer were
consderably more primitive than these.



“You will notice, Colond,’ Millard was saying,' that there are location diagrams at convenient intervas
by the belt-lifts." And he indicated the one they were passing. 'Y our quarters are located at Interface
Three, that's two circlesright of our present position, Three-L-110. Please memorize that and record.’

Y ana's hand was halfway to her belt for the recording device which had so often been part of her
bas ¢ equipment when she remembered Marmion's gift. She had drilled herself on the position of the keys
and now, with a brush of her hand, opened the recorder and spoke Three-L-110, Interface Three.

“Handy gadget,’ she murmured, turning her head over her shoulder to Sally.

‘They are’

They continued to the turn, the panels diding open at the wave of awrist to admit them and closing
behind them, shutting out the frenetic noise of the concourse.

‘The wakway ison the portside,” Millard said, ‘or you can walk for the exercise’

‘I need thewalk. Oh, isit safe? Yanareplied.

‘ Safe enough, Colond .’

‘That's going to unnerve me, Y anasaid between her teeth.

‘It's supposed to have the opposite effect,” Millard murmured back, and she saw the glint of mischief
inhiseyes.

The living accommodations were on two levels, with belt-lifts again to take the upper-level residents
to their doors. Obvioudy the second level was more secure. There was dso an air of refined elegancein
the floor covering, the discreet non-stimulating murals and decor. Brassterritory, Y anathought to hersdlf.
And aso thought she could stand abit of thisright now, especidly with Petaybeg's winter on its way
when she returned to the planet.

Marmion's quarters were on the upper level and seemed to take over one whole quadrant of the
circle. Each wristband had to be presented before the panel would admit another body. Y anahad lost
track of the luggage 'bots, but when she arrived in her room everything was there, so she suspected a
service access and wondered if the 'bots got their IDs checked, too.

In agtate of shocked bemusement, Bunny was peering around the sumptuous main lounge of
Marmion's quadrant. And it was a quadrant, Sdly told her with agrin.

‘“Marmion rents four of thefivelevelsto Ga-Three,' she added.

‘And thefifth?

‘That's environment and another company ownsit and the equipment. Marmion does have asharein
the company but only asmdl one’

‘Oh’

‘“Thisway, Bunny, Diego,' she added, taking the newcomers on asmal tour while Marmion went off
with her business colleagues, and Bailey and Charmion deliberated exactly how to entertain Bunny and
Diego when they returned to the lounge.

‘We'redl onthe guest sde,’ Sdlly explained. 'Marmion's got a compl ete office here so she can keep
up with her investments'’



Outside Kilcoole

Contents - Prev/Next

Youngling, you are troubled, the rumble of the clouded snow leopard's concern brushed soothingly
againg the painful thoughts and fedlings attacking Citas spirit.

‘Coaxtl, the girl reached up and put her arm around the neck of the greeat cat, burying her facein fur.
'Oh, Coaxtl, | am nothing but trouble. | have been week and foolish and now my new family, my sister
and her mate and my beautiful new aunt, have left me behind and my kind uncleis so displeased with me
he seldom speaks to me any more. | am indeed unworthy to be included in the activities here, too stupid
to help, too needy, too...’

Too long dwelling in the fal se caves of men, Coaxtl said with acough of disdain. Too long away
from the clean cold snow. Come, let us go to the mountains together and chase each other's
tracks and find a rabbit who wants to die. It will be like the old days, before the men brought you
here.

Goat-dung wailed and hugged the cat harder. 'Oh, poor, poor Coaxtl, | know you have stayed here
away from your home just because | am too stupid to look after myself and you are avery kind cat...’

Hush that! And stop thinking of yourself as Goat-dung, Youngling. The others have given you
good names - the name of your dam, Aoifa, and the name of your sire and your litter-mate, which
isRrrrrourrrrke! Coaxtl took great pleasurein roaring the name. Or they call you Cita, whichisa
better name than La Pobrecita, the poor little one, or Goat-dung. This one would drop all of those
kitten names and simply call oneself Rrrrrourrrrke!

‘I wish | were your kitten, Coaxtl.’

WEell, you aren't, but we can pretend. Come. Though you've gained some weight since you've
been here, still you are not too large for oneto carry on one's back pan-way. One smell's snow
and onewantsto rrrroll!

Goat-dung, no, Cita, no, The Rrourrke Y oungling, climbed on to the back of her friend, and together
they bounded away from the river and the town, from al the bustling people, away from the memories of
the terrors of the SpaceBase, and out into the forest with its showers of rust-coloured needles and bright
golden leaves. Rabhits, squirrels and birds scattered before them as Coaxtl raced through the red
underbrush, her paws crackling on the carpet of old leaves which sent up adelicious, spicy smell with the
cat'severy step.

Before they reached the edge of the forest, Coaxtl suddenly laid down and rolled over. Y oungling
Rrourrke tumbled into the leaves and laughed as Coaxtl mock-pounced her, al four pawslanding clear
of the girl whilethefurry face gazed into hers.

“Y our breath smellslike dead meat!" the girl cried.

Yours smells like you've lived among men too long! Coaxtl answered. What are you lying there
for, lazy Youngling? It's your turn to carry me!

*And how should | do that, crazy cat? she asked, scrambling out from under the creature's
underbelly, where twigs and leaves dangled from the silky fur. The girl opened her mouth wide and
pretended to go for the back of the cat's neck. 'Shdl | carry you in my mouth, like amama cat?

Don't be impertinent! Coaxtl said, and bounded off into the brush. Bet you can't track me!

Goat-dung ,' Pobrecita,’ Cita,' Aoifa," Y oungling Rrrrrourrke roared her name and plunged through
the brush after her friend. Every time she paused, bewildered when the cat seemed to be nowhere
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around, she heard alaughing thought just ahead of her and saw the quiver of abush or the flash of slver
fur which was not awfully good camouflagein the brightly coloured forest, and she was on thetrail once
more.

And then, without warning, she ran out of the forest onto the edge of the muskeg-humped plain, and
there was no Coaxtl, not anywhere.

Hsst, the cat's voice cautioned. Hide. A man-thing comes.

‘What? Where? Coaxtl, | can't find you. Where are you? she asked, and rustled the brush trying to
find sght of the cat. But while her back was turned, she suddenly smelt what must have derted the cat
long before, and saw asmal flat vessd, not like the copters she had once known as Company Angels
but what Bunny had referred to as ashuittl€. It had letters on the side. Bunny had been showing her
stupid sister letters before she left. She thought the names of those letters were P, like Petaybee or
Pobrecita, which began with such aletter, and | - no, the table on top - that was it! Bunny had said that a
'l had atableontop -PT... Slike snake or serpent - PTS. That waswhat it said onit.

She was s0 proud of hersdlf for puzzling this out that she didn't think to hide. She had become
somewhat easier among people since her move to Kilcoole, and more accustomed to what Coaxtl called
man-things. The Shepherd Howling had not cared much for such things unless they were bringing
supplies, so machinery played little part in the terror of her life among the Flock before she met Coaxtl.

So mostly she was curious and watched the shuttle land, despite many hissings from Coaxtl. She had
no ideathat such an important-looking craft or the people from it would take any notice of someonelike
her.

One by onethey climbed out and sank promptly into the squooshy hillocks of muskeg. Their lower
clothing and legs and feet would be very wet, she knew. Some of them carried long metal sticksand
some of them had long white sKirts, others wore short skirts and high fur boots and leaned on the arms of
companions. Still otherswore shiny pants. All of them were much too warmly dressed in layers and
layersof fur and down, mittens, boots, coats, mufflers, and hats.

‘Ahal" one of the onesin askirt cried. There'sone!’

‘One what? asked awoman's bored voice.

‘An aborigind Petaybean.’

‘There's no such thing," another protested.

‘Ah, you gir, as a businessman, obvioudy do not understand the spiritua nature of the relationship
between the Petaybean native and his or her Great Benefactor. It has been explained to me and my
brethren, however, by an expert on the subject.” And without waiting for further argument, the man inthe
white skirt dogged forward, squooshing up to his kneeswith every step. Y ou there?

‘Brethren.' He had said 'Brethren'’. Shepherd Howling talked that way, and Dr Luzon. They were not
very nice but she had learnt to mind them. Half of her wanted to shrink back into the brush but she stood
asif rooted while the man approached and waited for him to demand that she do something she didn't
want to.

‘Oh, little girl, yoo hoo!" another white skirt, this one awoman, called.

“Yes, you!" theman said. 'Y ou are an indigenous native of this glorious being upon which we stand?

‘Well,' the girl began.

Youngling... Coaxtl's voice whispered.

‘Well, yes, | guess 0.’

‘Ah!" the man's nervous smile broadened into awide grin and he beckoned to those waiting behind
the shuttle. 'Sheisl Come dong, it'sdl right then.’

The others surged forward as awkwardly asthefirst, carrying their bags and their metal sticksand
baskets.

The woman in the white skirt wasthe first to arrive. 'Brother Shde, you've been too hasty as usud
and frightened her. The woman pulled back her hood to reveal ashaven head, and took off her mitten to



stick out ahand. 'Hello, honey. I'm Sister Igneous Rock. Take usto your leader.’

Ponopei 1l

Torkd Fiske had disguised himsdf before leaving his shuttle. He didn't care to be recognized by any
of hisfather's cronies. A dark colourwash and aquick weave dtered his hairstyle to shaggily long with a
parting instead of hisusua cropped red cut. A fase dark moustache which looked utterly convincing, a
pair of dark glasses well suited to the climate of the resort moon Ponopel [1, awhite synlin suit and a
Caribbe seascape-designed shirt that were unlike anything he ever wore anywhere else, woven sandds,
no socks and the sort of jewd lery he normally wouldn't be caught dead in a hiswrigts, fingers, neck and
one ear completed his ensemble. He chemically dtered his skin colour with the substance designed to
keep shipsdersfrom feding out of place where sun and seaworship were the norm. Running an dlview
holo to check his appearance, he didn't recognize himsdlf. He looked like apirate on vacation himsdf.

Good. Onidi Louchard wouldn't take him for arich, regimented fool then, a Company flunky who had
risen to power on hisfather's reputation. More and more he was starting to fed that people around him
did view himinthat light and he hated it.

Fortunately, he had had cause to disguise himsdf before on Company business. A little fiddling with
the computers dtered the identity codesto provide him with yet another persona. His shuttle was an
Intergal rental registered to M'sser J. LaFitte, agem dedler from Burroughs Canal, Mars.

He had come to Ponopei 11 often enough that he knew hisway around and was known, so he was
gratified when none of the docking officias recognized him, nor the florist where he bought hisleis, one
for himsdlf and oneto sedl the deal with Louchard. The maitre d' a hisfavourite restaurant failed to
recognize him aswdll, but said, on consulting the reservation, 'Ah, M'sser LaFitte, your companion has
not yet arrived, but your chamber isready. Thisway, Sr.’

Torkel spent the next fifteen minutes Szing up the people who entered after him, wondering which one
could be Louchard. After watching three men in shorts and sanda's, another in ayellow business suit
gmilar to hisown, five giggling young girls and one dightly older, petite, demurelooker, dressed tokill - a
society trophy wife, he guessed - he thought he had been stood up-Then the trophy wife in the soft
lavender and blue sarong dress turned her snappy high-hedled sandas hisway. Her legswere very nice,
he noted. Pity women seldom showed them in public any more - except here, of course, where they
showed everything. In taking in her appearance, he saw that she was somewhat older than he had
assumed &t first, her dark blond hair tufted at the ears and crown with silver. Then he redlized she was
wearing a blue frangi-pangi behind one ear. Louchard's communique had melodramaticaly mentioned a
blue flower and that hewasto bring leis.

The woman with the blue flower smiled and extended atiny, beringed hand. All the rings had gems
that matched her dress except for aprodigious stack of gold ones on the ring finger of her right hand. He
admitted her to the chamber, and shut out the sights and sounds of the soft pink sands of the beach, the
lime-green waters, and the multicoloured gardens by closing the hatch of the privacy bubble behind her
and drawing the beaded curtains.

‘It's Captain LaFitte, surely, isnt it? the woman enquired, diding nestly acrossfrom him.

‘It's Captain Fiske, asyour organization wastold, he said. 'And | wastold | would negotiate with
Louchard.’

‘Louchard couldnt makeit," the woman said with acharming show of teethin apink lipsticked
mouth. 'l represent the organization. We understood you had businessto discuss and | am the business
manager, Dinah ONell.’

‘I see," he said, and he did. She was no more a business manager than he was Jean LaFitte. The
appearance of Onidi Louchard was a carefully guarded secret, but he had heard that the pirate was
femde. And thislady's eyeswere as cold and calculating as he dways fancied himself to be. They
understood each other quitewell aready. ‘The dedl issmply this. | recently met some gentlemenin
business with Louchard on the planet known to the locals as Petay-bee. 1t's atreacherous world that
refusesto give up its secrets to outsders, but seemsto have afondnessfor certain people who live there.



Three of those people are now on Ga-Three. The one I'm concerned with is aformer Company Corps
officer, Y anaba Maddock. She and her paramour, a suspiciousloca named Shongili, have manoeuvred
themsdvesinto being named coadminigtrators of the governmenta affairs of Terraform B. They'rethe
oneswho threw amonkey wrench in your operation on the planet and they're now the onesin charge of
future resource use. Maddock is pregnant. Her husband is, for avariety of complicated reasons, unable
to leave the planet. The teenagers accompanying her are aboy of no particular consequence and agirl
who isthe husband's niece. But the important oneis Maddock.’

‘| can see where holding her would give you acertain... leverage. But | fail to see where theresany
profit inthat for us,' said Dinah O'Nelll.

‘| redly should have spoken to your leader then,’ Torkd said. ‘He would have understood at once.
Petaybean minera wedth is till waiting to be mined. Captain Louchard has seen this...’

She shrugged. 'That istrue. But it'saso true, Captain, that there are many other worldsto mine.
Petaybean ore and gems are top quality but are proving... costly to extract. In addition to losing four
men and the suppliesinvested in their operation you now want usto kidnap some settlers? That planet
doesn't yield itslargesse to them either and they're dl poor as dirt. Soundsto melike you've got a
personal problem with these people, Captain. We're not terrorists, we're business people.’

‘So isthewoman who is hosting Y ana Maddock and the children. I'm sure as a " business person”
you'll be familiar with the name Marmion de Revers Algemeine?

‘Naturally, though regrettably she has never shown an inclination to avail hersdf of our services. If the
partiesyou're interested in detaining arein her care, however, | must tell you that such an operation
would be so difficult it would be no more cost-effective than your other proposal.’

‘Evenif detaining Algemeine aswell as Maddock is possble? | would think that the lady would
command an extremdy high ransom.’

The woman shook her head and looked at him pityingly. 'So would the board of directors of Interga,
but we do know our limits, Captain.’

He leaned over and boldly took her hand. 'So do | - on my own. Y ou don't think 1'd suggest this
unless| knew | could expedite access to the targets, do you? Just say yes and we can makethis
happen.’

She smiled and covered his hand with her other one. Therings bit into the back of hisknuckles. I
never could resist a smooth-talking man who wears more jewellery than | do. Expedite away, Captain,
and have your people get in touch with our people. Y ou know how.’

Outside Kilcoole

Contents - Prev/Next

After asking to be taken to Cita's|leader, whoever that was, the white-robed Sister Igneous Rock
continued to look at Cita expectantly while the others chimed in.
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‘A very good idea, oddly enough, considering the source,’ one of the women in very short skirts said.
'Do take usto your leader. 1'd like to speak to whoever isin charge. | represent BIEX, the galaxy's
leading pharmaceutica concernand...’

‘Come off it, Portia," said one of the men in shiny pants. 'She'sjust akid. Doesn't even look like she
gpesks English.’

‘ Petaybeans don't need to speak English," Sister Igneous Rock told the man sternly. 'They
communicate ingtinctively with the Beneficent Source. Please take usthere, dear. Can you giveusa
name, perhaps?

“This unworthy one has been called Goat-dung,’ Cita began timoroudy, awed by the presence of such
strange, if apparently ignorant, ones.

‘Not by me,’ Sister Igneous Rock said indignantly, wrinkling her nose asif Citasmelled like her
namesake. 'Redlly, dear, while natural names are pleasing to the Beneficence, | would not dream of
cdling thefirst actua denizen of Petaybee| meet by such ademeaning name as " Goat-dung’”.’

‘Modtly | answer to Cita’

Sigter Igneous Rock nodded and seemed gratified but the rest once more began talking asif Citawas
not there,

‘Coaxtl, what shall | do? she asked softly, hoping the big cat could hear her, for she could no longer
see her friend. 'Who isit they wish to see? It istoo far to take them back to Uncle Sean before nightfall
and the onesin the short clothes will freeze after dark...’

‘| don't want to see any damned leader,’ one of the men with the metd sticks was saying. 'They had
plenty of timeto answer our gpplicationsfor hunting permits. That fellow | talked to said they had cats
here big as horses with pelts that would fetch thousands, and unicornsthat if you cut off their hornsand
drank them in a powder would let you do it as many times anight as you wanted.’

Do not tell them | am here, Youngling, Coaxtl said.

‘There's no need to bother this child at al,’ an older woman said. 'Once we find my family, they can
help usdl sort out our problems. Honey, do you know afamily named Monaghan? We got separated
when the Company resettled us during the Troubles. I've been living on Coventry dl these yearsand |
just now heard that some of the folks from my village were settled here.’

Citashook her head. The woman looked nice and Citawanted to help her but thiswas dl very
confusing. 'l haven't lived in Kilcoole long, but we could ask my Uncle Sean, if he's not too busy. Or
Clodagh. | guessthey're leaders’

‘No, no, child,’ Brother Shale said. 'We don't mean human leaders, we want to make the
acquaintance of the Beneficence. We want to offer up our service and adoration...’

‘Indl due humility, of course,' added athird white-robed figure. Behind him was afourth that Cita
had not previoudy noticed.

‘Brothers Shale and Schist are correct,' this new person, awoman, added. "We have no use for
human leaders. | am Sister Agate, and | persondly would like to state,’ and as she said this, she turned
about thisway and that to shout over the heads of dl of the people, including Cita,' that | am delighted to
be here and will assist the Beneficent Entity in any way | possibly can.’

‘Hush, Agate. Wedl will. It'snot right to put yourself forward like that, Sister Igneous Rock said.

‘I don't know about any Beni - whatss,' Citasaid, ‘or that family either. But I'm very young and
ignorant. They'd know in Kilcoole. Except it'sadmost night now and it'll be dark before we can get there
and I'm afraid I'm too stupid to find my way in the dark.’

‘That's where the Government is supposed to be,' the woman caled Portiasaid. 'How far isit?

‘Many klicks,' Citasaid after trying to figure out how to explain distances on Petaybee.

‘Coaxtl, where can | take them to spend the night? she asked while they argued among themselves.
But the big cat didn't answer. Shewas dl alone with these strangers. Findly, she drew them into the
woods, where they would not get snowed upon, and with the help of the white-robed ones, who could
be most ingstent, got them to bundle together beds of leaves and needles and lie close together, the most



warmly dressed to the outside.

‘Ah, rocked to deep by the breeze of the Beneficence, Sister Agate said through chattering teeth, as
she curled near Portia Porter-Prendergrass, who kicked her vicioudly.

The men with the metal sticks refused to obey and sat with their backsto trees, shivering despite their
winter clothing, holding their sticks menacingly in front of them. When they fell adeep, in spite of
themselves, Cita crept over to them and took the sticks from their hands and buried them beneath
bushes.

Brother Schist muttered constantly under his breath and the man in the shiny pantstried to snuggle
Sigter Igneous Rock.

Citahuddled donein the dark, searching for aparticular touch in her head, aparticular pair of eyes
kindling in the darkness. She had actually dropped off to deep when shefelt afamiliar warmth against her
sde

Help comes, Coaxtl said smply. That was when Cita noticed that Coaxtl's warmth was joined by
another, smdler purring bundle.

An orange cat rubbed herself against Coaxtl who rumbled alow growly remark.

Clodagh ison her way to us with the curly-coats. She will be here soon.

Citawas so relieved she could dmost cry. She was so incompetent and everyone was adways helping
her out of the problems she seemed to find.

Do not bow your head, Youngling, Coaxtl rumbled. You have done exceedingly well, asthe
Clodagh person will tell you, even as her messenger does. You have saved the furred and
feathered ones from the men with the metal sticks, and the men with the metal sticks from the
wrath of the Home. You have also saved these puny others from wandering unguided in lands
which are unfamiliar to them and which they are unfit to travel. Clodagh is pleased with you.
Then Coaxtl sghed. Even if we must return to the false caves of men.

‘Oh, Coaxtl! And you are so miserable...’

How can one be miserable when there are warm placesto lie, food to eat, snow to roll in, and
a youngling to lick into shape? Coaxtl interrupted her. One may prefer the inner chambers but
wherever one sets one's paws they touch the Home. Coaxtl raised her head and lapped at a
snowflake, thefirgt of severd now drifting from the sky. Ah! See you, Youngling? The Home, knowing
that we sought snow and wer e prevented from reaching it, sendsit to us. We are rewarded. You
have brought honour to the pride and snow to us both. Thisis a good thing, yes?

Citanodded, ill uncertain. 'l can seethat it'sworking out well. And it isa good thing to achieve
honour eveniif | did it accidentaly. Still, isit not better to achieve honour by being in theright place a the
right time?

Coaxtl blindsded her with amassivelick to her face. Thisis no time to ponder on the mysteries of
life, Youngling. Now compose yourself for what sleep you may achieve with all thisnoise. The
great clouded cat settled herself and curled about Cital's body when the girl obeyed. To Coaxtl's
amusement, Citadept, despite the snoresthat filled the air.

Having delivered its message, the orange cat had dready disappeared.

When Cita opened her eyes again, the sky through the trees was ivory with snow and shewas
covered with alight coating of it. Coaxtl was not to be seen but her sde where the cat had lain against
her was dtill warm.

The people from the shuttle stirred restlessy under athin blanket of snow.

One of the would-be huntsmen awoke with a start and reached for the weapon that wasn't there, and
amoment later the head of a curly-coat appeared through the brush.

‘Clodagh!’ Citacaled with relief. And behind Clodagh were Uncle Seamus and three of the grown

Rourke cousins, leading what |ooked like every curly-coat in the village.

‘Coaxtl tells us you've been hunting, Aoifa Rourke,' Clodagh said. 'l hope you caught game enough to



feed dl of thesewhileyouwereat it.’

Watching the newcomerstrying to mount the curlies made Citafed asthough she was not the only
one who was ignorant and clumsy. The woman Portia had to leave her scantily clad legs open to the
snow while her short skirt rode up to her waist as she mounted, adetail not lost on the male Rourke
cousns.

The men who came with meta sticks were angry when they found their sticks gone, especidly when
Coaxtl and Nanook appeared dongside the curliesto guide them.

‘| told you!" one of the men said to the other. 'Cats as big as horses! | told you. That's what that
felow said and it'strue. Wouldn't that pelt make amagnificent rug?

Coaxtl coughed and Clodagh said, 'No, Coaxtl, they're guests.’

‘Did it talk to you? the third man said.

‘Oh, yes. Coaxtl and Nanook and the other track cats can be very el oquent, but sometimes not very
nice’

‘What did it say? Brother Schist asked. Cita, who understood Coaxtl very well, thought that the cat
had merely coughed.

But Clodagh said to the hunter, ‘Coaxtl says your pelt istoo thin and hairlessto be good for much of
anything.’

It took along timeto return to Kilcoole, what with having to make sure everyone stayed mounted.
Poor curlies! Citathought. She'd have to go and gather some of the late carrots from everyone's gardens
to givethem atreat after this.

‘ Are you the mayor or the governor or whatever of thistown we're going to? the man who didn't like
Portia asked Clodagh.

‘I'm Clodagh.’

‘Clodagh!" Portia stopped groaning. "Y ou're the one | wanted to speak to, then. The medicine
woman, right?

Clodagh shrugged.

‘Look, I'm prepared to make you an offer for your formulas and dl the ingredients you can supply.
That'sjust for now, of course, while were in the development stage. Later on, when we've located the
sources, well need to know the best placesto set up our operations.’

‘Areyou sick? Clodagh asked.

‘No, of course not, though I'm getting sick of being on this stupid horse but...’

‘Y ou are the planet's handmaiden!" Sister Igneous Rock screeched, interrupting Portiaand scaring the
horses. She jumped down from hers, and ran forward to Clodagh's curly-coat and grabbed Clodagh's
hand in both of hers and began weeping over it. 'Oh, how | have longed to meet you sincefirst we were
given word of thismiraculous place!’

‘When wasthat? Clodagh asked.

‘About six weeks ago,’ Brother Shde said. 'And believe me, since then Sister Igneous Rock has
worked wonders forming our order. Why, she came straight away and told me and the others and we all
knew at once that Petaybee was just what we'd been looking for. We had alittle study group before, you
know, about the evils of the universe and how to get back to what was natural and real - wetried talking
to Terra, but it wasn't very responsive. Then, when Brother Granite told us about the Beneficence and
how it caused ruin to the abominations wrought upon it by the Unworthy, well, we had to come and see
for ourselves’

“When can we see the evidence of Petaybee's wrath, Mother Clodagh? Brother Schist asked.

‘Scuse me,' Clodagh said with asnort. 'l don't have any kids.’

‘Please pardon our brother," Sister Igneous Rock said. "We mean that you are the spiritual mother of
our order. Brother Granite told us of your wondrous bond with the Beneficence.’

‘What'sthat?



‘| think they mean the planet, Clodagh,’ Cita offered. People caled it so many different things. The
Shepherd Howling had reviled the planet and cdled it The Great Beast and said it was aman-eating
mongter, Coaxtl smply caled it The Home, and Uncle Sean and Clodagh called it Petaybee, for the
initials Pee, Tee, Bee which also stood for Powers That Be, the local name for Intergd, the Company
which first settled the planet. Citathought that, of al of the names, Coaxtl's made the most sense.

‘Why didn't they say 0, then? Clodagh asked. At once, al the white robes dismounted, loudly
apologising and begging forgiveness, prostrating themselves on the ground so that Clodagh's curly-coat
amost stepped on them. They were coated with another layer of snow by the time the Rourke cousins
got them to their feet and onto their ponies again.

Clodagh just shook her head. ‘Cheechakos,’ she said.

‘What'sthat? Citaasked. Her own Flock had many Spanish words and Asian wordsin their
language, but here in Kilcoole, the people used some wordsin the old Irish tongue and somein the Inuit
and Native American tongues of their ancestors.

‘A cheechako isanewcomer, child.’

‘Likeme?

‘No, because you're from Petaybee. Y ou're used to the cold and dl. A person is a cheechako until
they've lived here from freeze-up to thaw. If they live through the winter, they know if they want to stay
or go away.’

‘But the Beneficence helps you get through winters, doesn't it, Moth - Clodagh? Sister Agate asked,
atad anxioudy. 'It surely doesn't kill anyone. From what Brother Granite said, it providesfor al!’

Clodagh rolled her eyes and said to Cita, 'This could be ared long winter.’

Sean Shongili was tempted to say 'L ook what the cat's dragged in," when Clodagh, Citaand the
Rourkes, with curlies and feline in escort of the most recently landed visitors, stopped in front of Yana's
cabin that afternoon.

The newcomers, when sorted, turned out to be representatives of two rival pharmaceutical firms
whose requests for interviews were dlegedly somewhere in the stack of paperwork, three more hunters,
four members of what seemed to be anewly formed religious cult wishing, Sght unseen, to worship
Petaybee, and eeven other people who clamed to believe they had long-lost family membersliving on
the planet somewhere.

Sean sent Cita after Sinead, who came and took the huntersin tow to put them with the others she
had previoudy captured. He told the drug representatives firmly that they would have to go through
company channdsfor any patents on medicines. AsInterga had first terraformed and settled Petaybee, it
had prior claim to any economic windfalsthe planet might generate. Any credits, that is, left over from
what Interga might decide to charge the planet for what had aready been doneto 'improve' it up to
Intergd standards - whatever they were. Thereligious cult and the so-called relatives required different
handling.

‘There are Monaghans living over at Shannon-mouth,’ Sean told the lady who had asked. 'l can send
word to them that you're here and maybe they'll come to see you in a couple of weeks.’

“Two weeks! But | only have two weeks!' she said. 'I've already taken aweek of my vacation getting
here’

Sean just told her held do what he could, and privately decided to have aword with Whit about
having Johnny Greene stop off to leave word with the Monaghans the next time he was over
Shannonmouth. But with the other relative seekerslistening, he didn't want to make a promise aoud.

‘Just show usthe way to the hotel and welll find our own transportation tomorrow,' said the man who
waslooking for the Vddez family.

‘There'sno hotdl,' Sean said.

‘Wdll, then, where are we supposed to stay? the drug representative, Portia Porter-Pendergrass,
demanded.

He took two deep breaths before answering. 'Don't you think you should have taken that up with the



people who provided you transportation to the surface?

She shrugged off what he considered avery pertinent question and answered with what he recognized
asabad-faced lie of convenience. They indicated there should be no problem. It's not asif we can't pay

‘That's not the issue," he told her and gestured grandly around the paper-engulfed cabin. 'This," he
sad, 'isthe governor's mansion, if you will. The other houses are no bigger. SpaceBaseis il out of
commission from the quake, or I'd send you there. I'm afraid no house in Kilcoole can accommodate
more than two of you at atime, and even that's going to crowd folks. It's not too cold yet though, so
there're probably extra blankets enough to go round and floor space by thefire.’

‘Very wdl, Portiasaid. Til stay with Clodagh.’

‘Not so fast,' said Bill Guthrie, from theriva drug company. 'If you stay with her, sodo 1.’

“Youwill both stay where | tell you to, Sean said severely. 'My niece, Buneka, isn't using her shack
right now. Y ou, Mr Guthrie, and you, Mr Vadez, can say there. Seamus, if you wouldn't mind staying
over a the Maoneys, I'll bunk Miss Porter-Pendergrass in with Moiraand the kids.’

The male Rourke cousins looked very cheered at that.

“Y ou gentlemen', he nodded to the five men who claimed to be looking for relatives named Tsering,
Romancita, Menendez, Furey and O'Dare respectively, 'can stay with Steve Margolies and Frank
Metaxos. There's only the two of them with Diego gone and they've got more floor space than most
because they haven't been herelong enough to fill it up yet. Asfor you ladies,” helooked rather
hopel esdy into the apprehensive faces of the women who introduced themsel ves as Una M onaghan,
Ilyana Salvatore, Dolma Chang, Susan Tsering and Furey'swife, Wild Star, 'I'll haveto see’

‘Excuse me, Governor Shongili." UnaMonaghan stuck up her hand like aschool child.

‘Dama’?

‘Well, it seemsto mewere causing you alot of trouble. | never meant to actudly. It wasjust when
that man suggested that | might find some of my people... Wdl, I'm an orphan, you see, and my family
lineon TerraD died out and, well, what | meanto say is, it lookslike you could use help hereand | ama
filecderk andif it'sgoing to be an awfully long wait wel’

‘Metoo,’ Susan Tsering said. 'l canfiletoo. Y ou look like you need help with this office.’

‘| don't suppose any of you people are teachers? Sean asked hopefully.

‘I am," Wild Star Furey said. 'I've been company librarian on Minnehoma Station for the last nine
years and |'ve hel ped Petaybean and other colonial recruits learn the basics when they come on active
duty.’

Sean smiled for thefirgt time. Then, ladies, | will find aplaceto stay myself and you may take over
the gubernatorid mansion.’

Therewas ameow from the top of a stack of papers. 'With the help of the resdent paperweight. This
isMarduk. Heliveshere’

‘“What anicekitty!" UnaMonaghan said.

‘But Governor Shongili, what of us? When shal we, how shal we, where shdl we meet with the
Beneficence? asked Sister Igneous Rock. Sean had to hand it to the white robes. They had been very
patient and quiet throughout the proceedings.

“You're the ones who should stay with Clodagh,” he decided, knowing that he was probably going to
regret it.
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Brother Granite did not have to go far to find the believers he sought. Many people were aready
searching for something better, something they didn't have, something to lift them out of the ordinariness
of their lives, to put them in touch with greatness.

Wheat could be greater than an al-knowing, al-powerful, all-embracing planet? Even Dr Luzon, who
had been very difficult for Petaybee to convince, recognized that precept now. That was why Dr Luzon
had sent him forth, to spread the news to those in need of hope.

‘Braddock, my boy, | wasin error,’ Dr Luzon had said from his hospital bed. 'That planet isindeed
sentient. | mocked it and it rose up againgt me.’

‘Oh, Doctor, I'm so glad you agree," Braddock had said with considerablerelief. 'l - er - cameto the
same concluson.’

“Well, of courseyou did. You're avery perceptive fellow. That'swhy you have my trust. And you do
haveit, son. In fact, now that we know the truth about Petaybee, hallowed beits name, it occursto me
that our doubts may have been for avery specia reason, that we may have been where we were, when
wewere, for avery specia purpose.’

‘Protecting the Company'sinterests. ..’

A look of annoyance momentarily crossed the doctor's high brow and ascetic mouth. His expression
changed so quickly that Braddock felt that the doctor had probably suffered atwinge of pain. After dl,
he had been severely injured in the earthquake. 'No, my boy, | mean an even higher purpose. We were
doubters and we were made to believe in the positive force of Petaybee. | see now that we were put on
the spot as witnesses. It is our duty now to go forth among other worlds and spread this newsto others.
Indeed, it is up to usto make sure that others are able to contact Petaybee and Petaybee can expand its
influence beyond those few insular settlerswe met.’

‘But, ar, | didn't get theimpression that any more people were wanted.’

‘Not by the settlers, perhaps. They wish to keep the wonder to themselves, to have Petaybee serve
them done. Asfor the planet, because its people are safish, it has had little opportunity to expand its
influenceto others. That is our purpose’

‘Ours, 9r?

‘As| havelain here, reviewing al that happened to us on Petaybee, | have reached some inescapable
conclusions, besidesthose | have just imparted to you. Oneisthat | must use my resources and facilities
to help in as sdlflessaway as possible to expiate my sin to Petaybee. However, my physical condition',
and hewaved hishand at hislegs, stretched before him on the bed, ‘prevents me from taking as active a
part as| would like. Thereisaso the fact that my name and my connection with the Company might be
construed as a conflict of interestsin what | propose we do. Therefore, so that association does not
gtand in the path of my expiation, | must begin by firing you.’

‘I'm afraid | don't quite understand, sir,’ Braddock said cautioudy. Normally, if the doctor was
unhappy with him, he had no problem figuring out exactly how he had failed his employer. But the doctor
had not given him any indication that would cause Braddock to think he was going to be fired. Why,
even the beaming, kindly expression on hisintelligent face did not ook like the expression of someone
who wasfiring someone else.
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‘Only so that you will no longer be associated with me, of course,' Dr Luzon said hagtily, noticing
Braddock's confusion. 'In fact, | don't even want it known that | am setting you up in abusiness that will
facilitate our mutual desire to help people discover the magic of Petaybee.’

Braddock gawked at his erstwhile employer.

Y ou see, Braddock, | am going to set you up in business. The trangport business. So that you can
travel easily throughout this star system and dl others controlled by the Company.’

“You are, Sir? Then, thelight dowly dawned on him. 'Ah! So that | can tell others about the planet,
ar?

‘That'sit, Braddock. Absolutely correct. Y ou will form acompany which will enable you to help
those searching for the nirvanawhich only Petaybee can provide to reach the planet. A transport
company. Now then, | know athing or two about how people's minds work, how to discreetly
encourage them to do the right thing. Some people we will be ableto attract smply by appealing to what
interests them. The wedlth of animd life on the planet, for instance, should apped to sportsmen. And of
course, therewill be financiers hoping to benefit by the Company's necessary withdrawal. We are not
playing favourites here. Well carry anyone who can pay the fare. But there are others who will want to
come because they have relatives there, from whom they were separated during the Company's
rel ocation programmes following land purchases after the various Terran wars. But many, Braddock, will
samply hunger for agreater truth, ahigher purpose, than any they have known. They must have aleader
they can follow. Y ou, Braddock, will become that leader, but not as Braddock Makem...’

Thusthe PTS transport company was conceived.

Thus Brother Granite received his name and hisingruction in the sort of language to usein bringing
the truth about Petaybee to other worlds.

And it was good.

Gal-3 - Several days later

Thiswhole CI S thing wasn't working out the way Diego had thought it would, but he was glad hedd
come aong anyway, just to keep Bunny's head straight if nothing else. Marmie was anice lady and dl
that, but he could have done without the niece and nephew. The nephew was way too nice to Bunny and
the niece kept trying to get her to act and dresslike shipside girls. Diego liked her the way she was
dready.

He had looked forward to her reactions to the advanced gadgetry that was part of shipboard life and
hed imagined her repairing something she hadn't known existed until then, but every time he sarted
pointing something out, Charmion got bored and suggested going to the fancy gymnasium where Bailey
impressed Bunny and depressed Diego - who had never been ajock - with his gymnastic prowess.

And he couldn't redly say anything about it to Bunny. She was like somelittle kid who'd never seen
candy before. He, of course, was dready pretty familiar with dl this stuff, though neither of his parents
ever inhabited the same | ofty circlesas Marmion Algemeine. But Bunny, who couldn't imagine doing
anything athletic in lessthan sixteen layers of down and fur, was easly swayed and tried very hard to
learn what Bailey and Charmion had been doing dl their lives.

Meanwhile, Marmion and her crew were keeping the colond entertained and as busy as possible, but
Diego could tell that Y anawas getting alittle antsy when they'd been there aweek and the CI S hearing
gill hadn't convened. Every day he got up thinking, today well do what we came herefor. Yanawill tell
them how it isand Bunny will spesk for the planet and maybe I'll sng them my song, then well go home.
He should have known better. His dad was always complaining about how long it took the brassto move
on anything significant.

There was one delay after another. Anaciliact was away on another assgnment and Farringer Ball,
who represented the Company'sinterests, had been stricken with amysterious illness that was sweeping
through the upper echelons of the power structure on other stations. Ball normally inhabited Gal-3 but
had been away conferring with the leaders of other terraformed colonies when the illness struck.

That was the scuttlebutt anyway - the details were being kept fairly hush-hush. Not that Diego cared,



except for the inconvenience it was causing him. While his father's recent illness made him pity anyone
who was very sick, Farringer Ball had never seemed particularly human to him. Trust abigwig to show
hisonly sgnsof humanity just when it would royally screw it up for everyone ese. Diego wondered what
would happen next to detain them.

The colond was anxious, too, he could tell. One day she and Sally swung by to collect Bunny on the
way to the doctor. Y anawas getting checked for her pregnancy and she wanted to see if Bunny was
having any problem being cut off from the planet.

When she returned, Bunny was oddly quiet and fingered the little bag of Petaybean dirt that now
looked so incongruous with her modern fuchsiaand teal striped bodytight.

‘How'd it go, Bun? he asked her.

‘OK," shesaid. 'The doctor says my immune system should hold up afew more years and my brown
fat depogit isn't large enough yet to make me uncomfortabl e off-planet. After I'm about twenty or o,
though, | won't be ableto leave for very long, ever, or I'll end up like Lavelle’

‘So what? 'Y ou don't want to |eave Petaybee anyway, do you?

“‘Not for good, no, but Charmion asked me to come to her family's chaet in the Strigian Alps
sometime to help her set up adog team and ski. She showed me pictures and it's really beautiful there -
al these beautiful houses and there's flowers al the time, even when the mountains are covered in snow.
It'snot that | want to leave Petaybee, redly. It'sjust that | want to be ableto if- you know, if | want to.’

‘Not me," he said, folding his arms across his chest. 'I've been lots of places and Petaybee isthe
best.’

‘Sureitis,' shesaid. 'But at least you got to pick.’

“You'l get achanceto wear those forma clothes this evening,” Marmion said, emerging from her
office to the main room where her guests were lounging. They had spent the morning exploring yet
another level aswell as making another visit to the extensive gymnasium which fascinated Bunny.
Marmion was ddighted with the way Bailey and Charmion werefilling their days on Ga-3 and the
youngsters al appeared to like each other, though young Diego seemed rather quiet at times and for the
last day or two Bunny had been less bubbly than usudl.

Once Y anaand Bunny had been assured by avist to Marmion's persond physiciansthat their
absence from Petaybee was causing harm to neither of them nor to Y ana's unborn child, Y anahad
relaxed considerably. Afterwards, Sdly had induced Y anato enjoy some of the beauty treatments
available on Second Levd. But, even with so much to do, the continua delaysin convening the CIS
hearing were irritating and nerve-racking.

Distraction on agrander scale was needed, Marmion decided.

Cadling for the attention of her guests, she waved a sheaf of messagesin her hand a them all. 'We
could go to aparty on every singlelevel. How do they find out so quickly that I'm back? The question
was rhetorical. '‘But I've chosen just the one for us,' she went on. 'A sort of welcome for anew executive
in..." she peered down at the sheet in her hand, '... oh, Rothschild's. So everyone who is anybody on
Gd-3 will come but that limits the attendance nicely.’

‘It does? Y anaasked, raising her eyebrows in surprised amusement.

‘Certainly. There aren't that many "anybodies’ on Ga-Three at the moment.' Marmion gave atrill of
her delightful laughter. 'l dready checked the guest list and most of them are the sort of peoplel'd like
you to meet anyway while you're here. So that's settled. Well leave at 2030 hours. All right? And
everyone dressed in your finest.

Bunny and Diego groaned while Bailey and Charmion looked quite pleased.

‘That'll beloads of fun,” Charmion said and turned to encourage Bunny and Diego. Thisll be much
nicer than you know. More like what you were describing as alatchkay, only Ga-Three style.’

‘Peoplesing?

‘The oneswho are paid to," Charmion said, 'but if you want to join in, no-onewill object.’

‘Could | see you amoment, Y ana? Marmion asked, gesturing politely for Yanato join her in her



office.

The socid-lady side of Marmion dropped immediatdly the pand did shut behind Y ana. Marmion
seated hersdlf at adesk that was neetly piled with disks and vari-coloured flimsieswhile three screens
behind her scrolled detailed reports, graphs, and tables of figures.

“Too many people know | have just returned from Petaybee,’ she said, rattling her fingers on the
intricately inlaid wood of the desktop. 'Far, far too many people have been apprised of everything -
everything - about Petaybee. Anaciliact holoed in from this emergency misson of hisand when | told
him what's been happening he was livid - if you can imagine that consummeate diplomet in such agate.’
Marmion rose and began pacing the room, head down, one arm across her chest supporting the other as
she rubbed her forehead. 'l wasright to give you that safety disk, and right to assign you guardians. All of
you. | must remember to assign afew to mysdlf,’ she said with animpish grin,' though with the security
available on Ga-Three, they might end up stumbling over each other while we're dragged off through a
service hatch or something.' Her smileindicated how unlikely that was.

‘If you're concerned about Petaybee, Marmion, don't be," Y ana said, hoping to relieve her unusual
anxiety.

‘1 don't worry about Petaybee at al, Y ana' Marmion replied. 'It has proved well able to take care of
itsdf. It'sdl the... the types that are homing in on it. There Smply aren't the facilitiesto cope with them
and I'm sure that's one of the reasons they've been sent." She frowned.

“Y ou mean to discredit Sean's abilities as administrator?

‘Precisdy.’

‘Did you happen to hear how soon the meeting we're due at is going to convene? Y ana, too, didn't
wish Sean inundated with problems when he had no-one trained to help. Even, and especidly, Petaybee.

‘Not soon enough,’ Marmion said in what was for her aharsh voice. Sheflung up her handsin
frugtration. 'l don't think it'sal delaying tacticsand, of course, Farringer Ball isquite legitimately ill, some
sort of avirus he contracted, so we do have to wait on his return to good hedlth." She made alittle moue
of concern over that delay. 'However, Intergal has conceded - well, CIS has forced them to concede -
that the planet has prior rightsto its minerd and metal wedlth and anything € se that might be vauable.
They're pulling out - asfast asthey can.' She made aface. 'That's unlike them, too. But then, they've
never had aplanet to face as an opponent. Must make a difference. No bribery will work in this
ingtance’

‘Must makeit very difficult for Interga to changeits modus operandi .’

Marmion grinned and chuckled. 'If only you knew... But then,’ she said more briskly, 'you probably
do.

‘Not on the level you do, Marmion.’

‘Now, tonight,’ the financier went on," there are certain people I'd likeyou to talk to.’

“Y ou mean, show me off to?

‘Well, that, too,' and Marmion flicked her fingersat Y anas qudification. 'Y ou're the best
spokesperson Petaybee could have.’

“Not Bunny? When she'slived there dl her life?

“Her ingenuousness may be useful, to adegree, but you're amilitary person with experience on many
planets and situations. Y our remarks will carry more weight. Also, these are the people Petaybee should
get to know for the clout they have in intergaactic research and development.’ She added quickly when
she saw Y anafrown, The good kind, not the search-and-strip type of operation. It may well congtitute a
challenge to them, you see, and they need chalenges’

‘“"Lifegetsted-jus, don't it?" ' Y anaasked with afake yawn.

Marmion grinned. 'Precisely. Been there, done that, seen this’

‘Careto givemeabriefing?

‘It'sal here! Marmion said, handing Yanaadisk. 'l have compiled vital statisticson al my peers.



Some of them are even nice." Then she saw Y anas surprised expression and made alittle moue. 'Well,
they have them on me! Must keep track of the competition. Have alisten and then if you've any
guestions... Oh, blast it!" For her screen bleeped the urgent code. Y anawaved at her and left the room,
adeparture she sensed Marmion would appreciate.

When Y ana entered with Marmion, she gasped at the splendour of their host's incredible lounge with
its vaulting roof of clear plasglass opening on to the stars and all "outdoors as she thought of it. Behind
her, she heard Bunny react to the place, but more with atrenchant disgust than amazement. She smiled to
hersdlf, thinking that Bunny would not be easily corrupted by the beauties of her new environment even if
she was being more subtly wooed by its gadgetry and mechanics.

Their hostess, so suavely eegant that Y anawas more than relieved to be aswell attired, undulated
over to them, both hands held out to Marmion. They exchanged pecksto the air over their cheeksand
then Y anawas introduced to Pleasaunce Ferrari-Emool.

“Y ou might have heard of Pless company, Y ana, NovaBeneDrugs...’

Pleasaunce reacted more favourably to Y anathan she did to her.

‘Only you, Marmie, could have stolen the march on that one," cooed Pleasaunce eyeing Y ana, her
cold glancetaking in every fold of the 'gown' and the single crysta pendant that Marmie had inssted
Y anawear as the crowning touch to her costume. A delicately arched eyebrow twitched and Yana
wondered just how much the bauble was worth. Plenty, to judge by the cold glint in the woman's eyes.
'And how deee-vine to welcome you in person, Colonel Maddock-Shongili.’

Another unexpected feature of the last few days was how eadily al these Station folk seemed to
pronounce double- and triple-barrelled names, giving just the right emphasis on the syllables so that the
names flowed rather than stumbled out of their mouths.

“How gracious of you to include usin your little party, Lady Ferrari-Emool,’ Y anareplied, doing the
peck intheair bit asif she had never done anything elseto greet friends.

She caught Marmion's delighted but surprised expression out of the corner of her eye. Yanahad felt
damned foalish practising both the sdlute and the namesin front of her mirror ever snce Marmion had
announced that they were attending this party. It paid off as any good briefing did.

The hostess had paid attention to her socid secretary, too, for she got out Diego's suddenly doubled
name of Etheridge-Metaxos and Bunny's Rourke without a quaver. She did not, of course, greet Sdlly or
Millard as effusively but did gracefully wave them in the direction of the vast spread of refreshments.

“Now you must meet the guest of honour,' Pleasaunce said, linking an arm with Marmion and leading
the adultsto the cluster of gorgeoudly attired men and women. She pushed her way through in such a
practised way that no-one could have taken offence, though there were some querulous glances a being
displaced - until the displacer was recognized. 'Macci, darling, you smply must meet Marmion de Revers
Algemeineand her guests, Colond Y anaba Maddock-Shongili, Buneka Rourke and Diego
Etheridge-Metaxos, dl from that incredible new world which, it transpires, is sentient. All by itself.’

Macci, who hadn't exactly welcomed his hostesss interruption - held been talking to two adoring
young creatures - now let the full force of a Charm Nine smile break across his sculptured features.
When the two girls moved dightly away, Y ana could see that he wore one of the very fashionable
SecondSkins, ashimmering tight-fitting garment that only the very athletically trim could wear to
advantage. And he did. Though he wore adiscreet - if decorative - |oincloth where some of the other
guests sort of let everything hang out. Despite that subtlety, he had abody amost as magnificent as
Sean's, acentimetre or two taller than her husband and broader across the shoulders: not bad, actualy,
she had to admit.

‘1 know, Marmie," he said, giving her a paternd kiss on her forehead while his eyes were locked on to
the other three.

When hetook Y ana's hand, she experienced a sort of electric shock in the contact that surprised her
-hand-fasted as she was to Sean Shongili and with every intention of staying that way. But the man was
unfairly laden with such charismathat Y anareached for the locket under her dress and pressed it hard.



Macci - she heard Pleasaunce listing his pedigree - Macchiavelli (no less) Senda-Archer-Klausevitch.
And thewoman rolled it off her tongue trippingly.

‘“What did your parents ever have in mind when they saddled you with that mess? Y ana heard hersdlf
saying. She knew she was being terribly gauche but she resented the effect his magnetism had on her.

‘“Trying to win relative favour,’ Macci said, squeezing her hand in avery practised and sexy manner
but he let her have it back the moment she pulled away. "We were the cadet branch, you see’

‘Ah! Stll?

‘The family motto is"We Shdll Contrive"," he replied and his deep blue eyes danced down at her.

‘I'd say you're a practised hand at that,' she said, wanting to laugh because she couldn't believe she
was playing thissort of game. Then sheredlized that it was agame and even if he were amuch more
versatile and accomplished player than sheld ever be, it could be fun!

‘1 do my possible’ And he laughed with her now.

‘Oh, dear Macci, we won't detain you further,' Pleasaunce said archly, and importunately drew both
Y anaand Marmion away from his enchanted circle.

‘There are so many other people who're dying to meet you.’

They might have been dying to meet her but she damned near died of the boredom of repeating
hersdlf: Y es, she came from Petaybee; yes, the planet was sentient; no, the planet did not ask nor answer
questions; no, she hadn't had vile nightmares and been visited by strange thoughts; yes, the planet was
cold and had very little in the way of technology because the cold banjaxed equipment; yes, everyone
was hedlthy there and lived long lives; yes, it was possible it was the hedlthy diet and no, she wouldn't
recommend it as aholiday resort - in the summer the insects ate you dive and in the winter you could
eadly freeze to death. No, that didn't sound like afriendly place but it was, and yes, the planet redly was
friendly, too, despite its weather which wasn't precisely the planet's fault. No, the Planetary Terraform B
process was not at fault. Petaybee was unique as far as planets went. It went on al night, until the smile
on her face felt pasted s0 she was glad when Marmion signdled that they could leave.

Gal-3

Contents - Prev/Next

The next morning Y ana couldn't remember the names of any of the other people she had met with the
exception of Macci: not because Macci had been that unique, although in one sense he had - he was
memorable - but because the others had blended into such an identical blur. Their faces, their voices,
their gppardl had had a sameness that made identifying one from the other very difficult. Yanadid
remember the things she ate and the wines she drank but the people? And these were those who were
important on Gal-3? No-one gppeared to want to talk about anything remotely'sgnificant' considering
they were persons whom Marmion had said were important for her to meet. When they weren't
questioning her avidly, they gossiped about the people who hadn't been invited. Y ana hoped that sheld
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never hear what was said about her or anyone elsein Marmion's group. Petaybee was coming up more
and more golden and real!

She was not the only one silent this morning. Bunny was douched over her morning medl, and the
measure of her discomfort was registered by the fact that she was wearing an outfit which Marmion had
provided for her rather than some of the Ga-3 finery Charmion had urged her to purchase. Shewas
moodily staring out of the lounge window at the comings and goings of station vehicles, tugs, and
incoming traffic of dl kinds.

Y ana decided not to show Bunny the corn-message from Sean which asked Y anato seeif Marmion
could check out afirm trading as PTS, Petaybee Transport Shuttle, which was so busily landing new
problemsin hislap. People were being dumped back of beyond, wanting 'hotdl’ facilities, of al things,
and he was running out of placesto stash them. And food to feed them. And could thisinflux of
unwanted and generally usel ess self-seekers please be stopped. To which Johnny Greene, who had sent
the message from the space station on Whit Fiske's credit, had added a devout ‘amen'.

‘Can wefind out about these yabos, Millard? Y ana had asked although she took the tone of the
message as one: amused, two: coping, and three: why was she staying away so long.

Millard glanced at the message, made anote on hiswristpad, and smiled down at her. 'Sure thing.’

‘Hey, lookathat,’ Diego said suddenly, pointing to where aline of drones were being shepherded by
little space tugs.

Millard smiled. 'Ah, the collies at work.’

‘“Why'rethey called that? Bunny asked.

‘Watch how they herd the shipsin, Millard said. "Their names are actually the Megabite and the
Maggie Lauder but we cal them Meggie and Maggie’

The speedy work vessels did indeed seem to be nipping at the skids of the drones, angling theminto
the correct dignment with their ultimate destination on the lower docking circle. But he was specificaly
pointing to the deek, taper-ended vessd, clearly no drone, nearly the last one on the long drone tether. 'l
wonder what holed that.’

‘Meteor, probably,” Millard replied, looking up and frowning dightly at the company the obvious
Space craft was keeping.

‘Looks big enough to have been holed by a shuttle craft,’ Diego said, ‘and abig one at that.’

“Would the crew have survived such aholing? Bunny asked, coming out of her dump long enough to
peer about.

‘ Depends on the speed with which the crew reacted to the disaster, Millard said.

‘Cogt apretty pile of creditstofix it I'll bet,’ Diego said.

‘ Someone who can afford a craft that Sze hasthe credit,’ Sdlly said. 'Thisisthe biggest repair facility
in the quadrant so they'd have to come here for that sort of mgjor restoration.’

The collies bracketed the nose of the vessel now, manoeuvring it carefully down ahaf degree, to the
port another fraction and then dowly forwards until it moved out of Sght.

‘“Wonder what happened to it? Bunny said.

“We could go see,' Diego suggested.

‘Could we? she asked, brightening, and turning to Millard.

‘Bailey has some cronies down in the ship dock, Millard said. Their facesfell. "Y ou redly will haveto
wait until Bailey and Charmion are available," he said and then hiswrist set bleeped. 'Excuse me.' He
read the message that came in and turned to Y ana. 'Thisisinteresting. The PTSisnewly registered asa
tourist trangport in the civilian section of the Intergd Station. A B. Makem islisted asowner.’

‘B. Makem? Y ana blinked. The name was somehow familiar but, after last night's inundation of
names, she couldn't put the nameto aface.

‘Braddock Makem? Sdlly asked, in astartled tone as she looked up from the report she was



working on.

‘Oneof Matthew'slittle men?

‘Heisn't one of Dr Luzon'smen any more,' Sdly said. 'Luzon fired him. Scuttlebuitt isthat when
L uzon woke up with broken legs, loss of pride and that massive deflation of amuition, hefired thelot of
them.’

Yanagrinned. 'Anything dse, Millard?

‘Funding'slow but it's got awaiting list and paid passages for twenty on each of three weekly
scheduled flights from Intergal Station.”

Y anagasped. Thereisn't room at Kilcoole for twenty extra bodies much less ahundred and twenty.
What is Makem up to?

‘I'd hazard Makem isn't up to anything, Millard said, his eyes narrowing, 'but I'd suspect Matthew
Luzon is. Does Sean say who's been landed?

Just then Marmion came into the room, aflimsy in her hand and alook of total exasperation on her
face.

‘Once again, there can be no meeting,' she said, waving the sheet.

‘But Phon Tho was coming back this morning. He said we'd hear today,’ Y anasaid in protest.

‘Wedid," Marmion said grimly, with another crisp flutter of the message, 'but not at al what we
hoped to hear. Redlly, | think we are just going to have to do something.' She tapped her index finger
across her lips and then brightened. 'Of course, wewill put it about that you're leaving!’

‘Buit... but what good will that do? Y anasaid, amost wailing with disappointment. She wanted to be
back with Sean, to help him with these unexpected visitors - if only to shove them off-planet asfast as
they arrived. She didn't want to have to come back here again whenever the CIS Council finaly got its
act together and dl its membersin atendance so she, Bunny and Diego could say their piece and haveit
done with. Mainly she wanted to be back with Sean. She was feding'deprived’. She hadn't finally married
again to spend her time away from the man of her heart and the father of her child.

‘Well, aslong asthey think you'l just St about and wait for them to organize themsalves, that's what
they'll do,” Marmion said, then paused thoughtfully, regarding the flimsy asif there were unseen linesthat
required decoding. "Though why this delay when they were so bloody eager to get you herein thefirst
place... And we came asfast as anyone can... Hmmm. Well, they do have the depositions to work
from...’

‘Something's rotten in Denmark? Sally asked.

‘If it were on Denmark, | wouldn't give it asecond thought. But thisis Gd-Three... And it was
presented to me as an in-and-out appearance.’ Giving her shoulders amassive shrug, Marmion returned
to her office.

‘Why," Y ana asked the room, ‘would B. Makem want to start trouble for us on Petaybee? | thought
we'd opened his eyesto that erstwhile employer of his’

‘Yes,' Millard said thoughtfully, and began to tap out codes on histermind. "Well just see’

Y ana began pacing restlesdy, fretting about Sean. HEd have so much more to do now with who
knows how many people foisted off on Petaybee. She reread the communique, her free hand going
automatically to the little bag of Petaybean dirt that generdly provided her with comfort as shetried to get
more of Sean than the words conveyed. Even if Johnny Greene had sent the message, it was from Sean
and by Sean and therefore 'Sean’ and she gathered what comfort she could out of that contact. It was
stupid of her, at her age, to need the man so desperately and yet she did. Here shewasin the lap of
luxury, being scrupuloudy cared for and pampered and wined and dined, and not liking it abit Smply
because Sean wasn't here to share the absurditieswith her like Macci and his Second-Skin and loincloth.
Sean would have looked just aswell in such attire: probably better since he had a second skin of his
own, if it cameto that. The memories that thought provoked made her smile, and she nibbled &t the edge
of the message, until she realized what she was doing. Shereally was being ungrateful, especially when
Marmion was going out of her way to be so accommaodating and hel pful. Not that she didn't gppreciate it



all, except that she had managed to get accustomed to the discomforts of Petaybee. Now sheld haveto
learn to lovethem dl over again. It would be snowing soon, and sheld missit, and freeze-up and dl the

other wonders that Petaybee had in store for people in their first year. She resented her absence terribly
and that reminded her of who might be responsiblefor dl the delays.

‘Do you know where Matthew Luzon isright now? she asked, stopping and turning to survey those
inthelounge. 'And where are Diego and Bunny for that matter? she asked Sdly and Millard, and asked
the same question of Bailey and Charmion who entered at that critica moment.

‘Mugt be around here somewhere," Millard said, swivelling about asif the two had to bein the lounge,
visbleor invisble

At that precise moment, there was arequest for entry.

‘Macci Sendal,’ was the response in aresonant voice.

Sdly and Millard exchanged astonished glances.

“Y ou made aconquest, Yana,' Sdly said, grinning. 'Shdl | admit him?

Y anawas flustered. 'Whatever would he want with me?

‘| suspect business,’ Sdly said. 'After al, Rothschild's have dways diversfied. | don't recall them
having any Pharmaceuticds...’

‘Yes, they do,' Millard replied. "'They have recently acquired amgor holding in SpayDe.’

“You're quiteright," and Sally hurried to press the door release. Til just replicate some refreshments.’

Despite the fact the man was wearing more norma station apparel instead of the forma SecondSkin,
he was as devastating as ever as he came forward to greet Y ana. He had asmall posy for her, smilesfor
Sly, Millard and Marmion's young relatives, and he accepted Sdly's invitation for mid-morningses even
asheled Yana, till holding the hand he had kissed so extravagantly, to one of the smaler seating
arrangements on one side of the large room. Sally passed the refreshments and then, to Yanas
amazement, left her with him. He bent alambent gaze on her, ravishing her with his eyes, which was
disconcerting to say the least. Had he been another officer she'd have known how to handle the Situation
but he wastoo highly placed in society, aswell asthefinancia circles, for her to use those forthright
tactics.

‘“Now, tell me more about thismagical planet you come from, Y ana. There was no chance to discuss
anything intelligent with you last night. Especialy when Pieswas acting hostess” He caught her eyeswith
another of hisravishing glances - she did wish he wouldn't - and shefdt hersdf flushing at the ardour he
was projecting. Redlly, it was much too early in the morning - or did she mean too late - for this sort of
... foreplay. He was leaning forward towards her now and the scent he was using oughtn't to be alowed,
it was s0 gphrodisiac.

She had opened her mouth to answer when the entry chime rang again. And continued to ring with
each new arrival, someone el se who had attended that party who now wished to discuss 'business with
Yana

Y anaurgently motioned Sdly and Millard to join her, and then Sdly brought Cynthiaand Cynthia
thought that Marmion had better be involved.

“Y ou dear people, Petaybee's only asmdl planet, Marmion said, arriving not amoment too soon and
ingtantly assessing the scene. 'With very limited facilities. And whileit's certainly marvellous of you to
volunteer..." That word stopped any conversation as the various representatives turned blank facesin her
direction. '... to help the Colonel set up amodern depot.’ She smiled at the sobering effect of her little
gpeech, for she, they - and the surprised Y ana - knew that no-one had 'volunteered' anything. They'd al
been trying to get into a best-advantage situation. 'How good of you to offer. Mind you, who knows
what a planet iswilling to pay for such amenitiesbut it is aplanet that is virtudly untouched.
Nabatira-san, | think you need to send at least five of those marvellous structura cubesto Petaybee, just
to cope with the influx. Y ana, you don't think Petaybee would mind an up-to-date salf-catering hostel ?
No, two, | think: north and south.’

By the time the bemused entrepreneurs got a chance to retreat, Marmion had made sure that each



had signed a contract to ddliver, at acost later to be discussed with the planet, sufficient of their products
to replace what Interga was taking off-planet. And of ahigher quaity and more modern design.

‘| think that about takes care of that, Y ana, don't you? Marmion said when the door to her suite
findly closed on Macci's hedls. 'Macci didn't get you to Sgn anything, did he? she asked Yana

Dazedly Y anashook her head. 'But another two seconds and I'd've signed anything he put in front of
me. Isheawayslikethat?

‘He makes a habit of it. Dangerous man,” Marmion said, 'but you handled him very well considering
none of us expected him to gppear quite o soon thismorning.' Then she made afull circuit of the room
with her eyes. 'Where did Bunny and Diego get to?

Sdly and Millard exchanged horrified glances. Marmion, however, waslooking straight at Bailey and
Charmion.

‘Haven't seen them, Aunt Marmie,' Bailey said. "We only just woke up when the mob arrived.’

‘“While | don't blame them for amoment for leaving the babd ... Marmion broke off. ‘Where are

they?

Gal-3
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Therepair-bay light was till on by the time Diego and Bunny reached the corridor. When the light
was on, the outer hatch was still opened and no unprotected personnel could enter. A skeleton crew,
suited up with oxygen and grav boots, would shepherd new arrivals on board and tend to any emergency
needs. Diego had observed such procedures on many stations before.

As soon asthelight went off, it meant the outer bay door was closed, the oxygen levels had returned
to norma ingde the bay, and it was usually OK to go in and look around, if you kept out of the way.
Right now the light was staying on for what seemed an unusudly long time to Diego. He hoped there
wasn't aradiation leak or some other problem that would prevent them from having alook-see. He dso
didn't want Charmion and Bailey appearing, bored as usua with what was commonplace to them, and
taking Bunny off before she had a chance to seewhat redlly did interest her. He knew sheld enjoy
observing actua repairs to a space-going vessdl but she surewouldn't if Charmion wasthereto act asif it
wasal so boring and so grubby while Bailey made another try at sweet-talking Bunny away from him.

Just when he found he was getting bored by the interminable wait, the light went off. He tugged
Bunny's hand. 'Come on. Act like you belong here’

At that point theinside hatch irised open and six figures, il suited and with helmets on, whichwasa
little weird, emerged and headed down the corridor in the opposite direction from Bunny and Diego. As
they disappeared, Diego said, That'sfunny.’

‘What?

‘Firgt thing folks usudly dois crack open their hedmetst Hmmm.’
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‘Maybe they're coming right back,’ Bunny said. 'l don't usudly wear my parkaand snowpantsin the
house ether, but if | just have to go ingde for amoment, it's easier not to take off dl those clothesfirst.’

Diego shrugged. 'Y eah. Maybe.’

But he peered through the viewport first. The derelict was donein the repair bay, the outer hatch
closed. The holein her sde was big enough to drive a good-sized shuttle through. He checked the dids
on the lock.

‘Well, there's oxygen inside so maybe they just did go to get something, Bunny," hetold her. '‘And
no-one'sinsde. So we can a least take a close look at that damage.”

‘Won't we need some kind of code to get through here? Or will the bracelet give us access? Bunny
asked.

That was agood question. He hadn't counted on the bay being empty. HE'd planned to ask the repair
crew but they'd gone off. Generdly crews didn't mind letting you look, if you asked first and kept out of
theway.

But at the door he was surprised to find that the iris still bore a pupil of spacein its centre where it
hadn't completely closed. By sticking hisfoot through the opening he got it to enlarge enough to let a
body squeeze through.

Bunny reached around him, to one of the folds, and touched something shiny. Thisis caught.’

‘Can you useit to pry the door open alittle more? Diego asked.

‘| think so," she said and complied. Sure enough, when she had wiggled the bit around, the hatch
creaked fully open. When they had both stepped through, Bunny pulled the object free and the hatch
closad behind them, slently thistime. Therewasafaint smdl of snged proteinin the air, the same smdll
Diego had noticed when the dentist drilled histeeth.

‘Maybe | shouldn't have done that,’ she said with a backward glance. "We might need it to get out.’

‘Nah, the crew will be back pretty soon. Come on, let's see what holed the ship.’

Their shoes clanked hollowly on the metal grid floor asthey walked towards the lone ship squatting
like atoad in the cavernous bay.

‘It'saqueer shape, isn't it? Bunny asked, whispering. ‘It doesn't look much like the other ones.’

‘Probably wasn't manufactured by an Intergal company,’ Diego said, dropping his own voiceto the
same level. Though why they were whispering he didn't know. Their footsteps were loud enough to wake
the next watch; why try to sneak around? But the bay was huge, except for this- this corpselyingin
dtate. 'Maybe that's why people went to such trouble to droneit in: figure out its design capabilities or
something. It'saderdict for sure.’

Bunny was dightly ahead of him, and she peered around the corner of the hole. 'Uh-oh. Diego?

“Yegh?

‘Look.

He looked over her, his chin resting on the top of her glossy black crown. Theinterior of the hull was
not empty.

The hole sure had been big enough to fly ashuttle through and that's just what somebody had done. A
good-sized shuttle - twenty-seater at least from what he could see, crouched inside the hull, wearing it
like adisguise. Besde the shuttle lay the bodies of seven people clad only in their underwear.

Bunny turned over awoman who had been lying on her somach. A burn hole drilled through the
centre of her forehead. A gingerly examination of the other bodies showed smilar burn holes, dl fatal.

‘Frag!" Diego breathed, and peered anxioudy at the shuttle. But nobody stirred.

‘Diego? Bunny asked. "Why were these people killed? Her voice had a plaintive note to it and he
thought that whatever the dangers provided by Petay-bee's weather and conditions, mass murders didn't
happen on Petaybee - at least not yet. She looked pale under the brilliant white lights of the bay. Shock,
he thought, alittle numb himsdf.

Then he thought, Think. 'I'm not sure, gatita, but I'm willing to bet the guys we saw in the space suits



weren't crew. These guyswere. And Gal-Three just got boarded by unfriendlies. And if the legit repair
crew were wearing security bracelets, those... murderers are wearing them now. | think that we'd better
tell Marmion so she can dert that Commander dude!’

“You'reright, Diego. That'swhat wed better do red fast.’

‘There should be an darm right here someplace..." he said, crossing to the far wall. But wherethe
alarm activation mechanism had been was alarge hole. He turned to look for the comunit, but the screen
was blank, the buttons dark.

‘WEélIl haveto locate aworking unit," he told Bunny.

‘Wait. Maybe - shouldn't we do something to the shuttle, maybe? Disable it? So they can't get away
with this? She sounded angry now, which put more colour in her face.

‘Buns, getita,' Diego said, throwing up hisarmsin adramatic gesture, they're on ashipping deck.
There's plenty of other vehicles here they could use. Weve just got to keep them from breaching the
security of other levels. Or whatever they're on this Sation to do. Y ou coming?

‘Sure,' she said, but the hatch refused to reopen.

‘Thelast time | saw them, they were watching the colliesbring in aderdlict,’ Millard told Marmion.

‘Yes,' Sdly said. That'sright but they were told they'd have to wait for Charmion and Bailey.’

‘Right,' Yanasaid in adrall tone of voice. 'And kids always do asthey'retold, don't they? L ook,
never mind. They're my responsibility. Just tell me how to get to the repair bay.’

‘I'll show you, Yana,' Marmion said. 'I'm sure they'refine. Sdly, go put in apage for them, will you,
dear? And Millard, if you would let Faber and the others know to meet usin my salon in three-quarters
of an hour, that would expedite matters considerably.’

Millard looked dubious and started to say something but just then Macci strode up to them, looking
lesslanguid than Y anahad ever seen him before. He visibly relaxed when he saw her, asif held been
searching for her and her done.

‘Macci, dear, | don't suppose you've seen the youngsters, Diego and Bunny, around anywhere, have
you? Marmie asked.

‘Asamatter of fact, | have, entering Bay 16.

“Which one would that be? Marmie asked.

‘It would be my pleasure to escort you there.’

Millard till looked anxious but Marmion waved him away with, ‘How considerate of you, Macci, but
then you always are and you're the perfect escort. Millard, you can then go ahead and get the meeting
arranged for me, will you? Thanks’

Y anawas treated to aview of Macci's splendid back and the smiles of encouragement which he
tossed over his shoulder as heled them down the corridors. They passed anumber of peoplein thefirst
few levels of their descent. On reaching the docking area, Macci led them on atwisting turning route until
they found themsalvesin along silvery tunnel, the kind of passage that dways reminded Y anaof being in
the guts of alarge worm. At thefar end of the tunnel, severd figures approached clad in white helmeted
auits of the type one wore for making ship's repairs or effecting an exterior ship to sation link.

“Now, there hasn't been aleak anywhere, has there? Marmion asked, surprised.

‘Oh, we'd've been denied accessto thisareaif there was, but I'll just check it out, ladies,” Macci sad
and sprinted athletically towards the men. Marmie and Y anaincreased their strides so they were not far
behind him.

Y anaand Marmion could hear him speaking, though not what he said. Then suddenly, he crumpled to
the floor. The men stepped over him, blocking him from the women's view. The leading figure now held a
wespon, which was pointed a Marmieand Y ana. Ingtantly Y anaflung hersdf into Marmie, knocking her
to the floor. She heard no projectile zinging towards them, no snake's-strike hiss of laser, only asort of
dow whine. She looked up, her nosefilling with a sweet perfumey fragrance. A pink cloud blossomed
between her and the men, obscuring them and enveloping her and Marmie.



‘Shit,' she said, remembering to hold her breath and wondering what she could do to stop being
gassed again. That's when she remembered the alarm Marmion had given her. She got her fingersto the
buttons and pressed what she hoped would be the right ones before she lost consciousness. Her last
thought was. Not some kind of fraggin’ gas again.

Kilcoole

Sinead didn't worry about making her 'guests comfortable.

‘They can bed down with the dogs,’ shetold Aiding. ‘Maybe if they become acquainted with some
animasthey'll acquire alittle more respect for them.’

‘Now, aannah,’ Aiding's soft reproof carried out of the blanket chest from which she was busily
flinging bright woolly throws onto the bed. They're off-worlders and freeze-up has begun. Even if they
were poachin', sure it won't look good if they freeze to degth their first night here. What are you cookin'?
Aiding was aways suspicious when Sinead cooked. Whereas Aiding Senungatuck was avery good
cook, Sinead's repertoire was limited to spitted small game over acampfire. And then shewaslikely to
get it haf done, if shewastoo hungry, or incinerateit if she became preoccupied.

‘Fox,' shesaid.

‘Fox?

‘They killed it, they're gonnaegt it

‘But nobody eats fox," Aiding sad.

‘Not asarule. But they don't need to know that.’

‘At least let me add afew spices.’

‘Not aone,' Sinead said with an evil grin.

‘Well, take them out afew of these blankets. They'll need 'em.’

‘What? With all those warm pooches around? Nah, | don't think so.’

‘Sinead..." Aiding let her voice take on the tone her partner would recognize as signalling impending
doom.

‘Oh, dl right. But you worked so hard making those pretty blankets and they're gonnaend up
smdling of dog.’

‘Then you can help me wash them later. Cdl those men in to eat now.’

‘No, well eat out front.’

'Snead.’

‘There's not enough room in here, Aiding. Come on out and join us. Y ou can give the fox-killer
advice on how to sew up the pelt so it won't show the holes he made skinnin' it.’

The next morning, beforefirgt light, Liam Maoney and Seamus arrived to ahowled greeting from the
dog team. The clamour from the dogs woke their guests, who rose painfully, stretching tiff jointsand
complaning of the cold. Dr Ersol was scratching.

‘I I turn out to be dlergic to fleas, madame, I'll have you before the Company Court," he told Sinead.

‘There aren't any fleas on Petaybee,’ Aiding told him. 'Too cold. But if there were, you couldve as
eadly got them from the fox, so don't go blaming the dogs. Sinead takes better care of them than she
does of herself sometimes.’

‘“Wewon't be after botherin' the dogs this mornin' though,” Sinead said in the broad brogue she put on
with outworlders who annoyed her. 'No snow for them, y'see. No, Mister Maoney here and Mister
Rourke and mewill betakin' the curlies. I'm afraid you fine gentlemen will need to walk.' She eyed the
three men Liam and Seamus had brought with them. She was not impressed despite dl the fine
equipment and specia clothing they were sporting.

Seamus |ooked at her asif shewas daft. To the men he said, morejovially than anyone had
addressed them since they'd arrived on Petaybee, "Ah, that girl missed her cdlin’, sure she did. She
shoulda been agenerd in the Company Corps, she'sthat hard.’

‘Them as abuses animal's can do without their services, | say,” Sinead defended hersdlf.



But Liam said, "True enough, but they'll only be dowin' usdown if they walk, cheechakos that they
are. They can use Mother's Sidhe and Das Oosik.’

‘Cometothat,” Aiding said, ‘one of 'em could use Darby. She'sgentle’

‘Finethen,’ Sinead said. "Y ou three newcomers can take the curliesfirst shift. The poachers here can
walk for aspel.

After rounding up the horsesin question, the eight of them rode - and walked - away into the sunrise,
Two hourslater Sinead was forced to relent. The two poachers had suffered hard treatment a her hands
the night before. Neither of the off-worlders had been able to deep well among the dogs; at first because
the men feared the dogs, and later because as soon as the dogs stopped licking their visitors faces or
sniffing their behinds, they managed to stedl the blankets. When the poachers began to sumble and fall
more often than they walked, Sinead had two of the newcomers dismount and alowed the walkersto
ride.

A short timelater, they cameto thefirst culling place she was willing to show them. She had disarmed
Ersol and de Peugh of their high-tech weapons the previous day and though she, Liam and Seamusall
carried daggers, short thrusting spears and bows and arrows, the other three - Mooney, Clotworthy and
Minkus -had not been alowed even those.

‘Frag, there must be ten or fifteen rabbitsin there,' Ersol said, seeing the hole where the rabbits sat or
lay, waiting for them.

‘Probably. There have been about that many since spring,’ she answered.

‘S0, you gonna stab ‘em or shoot 'em with your bow? one of the others asked.

‘Neither,' she said, then gently lifted one rabhit by the scruff of its neck and, avoiding the mouth,
twisted its head saying, Thank you, little brother, for giving your life that we can live, for your flesh to
feed us and your fur to keep us warm. We honour you.’

‘Excuse me? said Nigel Clotworthy, who had admitted to being a systems analyst. He looked at his
companionsin apuzzled fashion.

‘ She was talking to the rabbit, not you, buddy,’ de Peugh answered.

‘We gottatalk to rabbits?

‘Y eah. Hey, Sinead, baby, what if Harvey there says he doesn't want to get his neck wrung and he's
not so crazy about being your earmuffs either. Do you let him go, say " Sorry, my mistake."

‘They're here,' she said, pausing to wring another neck with an emphatic crack and murmur the same
prayerful thanks before she continued her explanation to the hunters, 'because they want to be killed.
Rabbits tend to overproduce. These will be the sick ones, the old ones, the extra bucks or does who
couldn't find a place. Rabbits are very senditive, actualy, and they get depressed if they're not wanted.
They know we have ause for them. So they come here. It'slike that with al the animasin the culling
places, only more so with rabbits.’

“What about foxes? Ersol asked, and met her black look steadiily.

‘Foxes,' she said, 'don't get depressed. But sometimes they do get sick, or too old. Or there's not
enough food and they decide to become culls.’

‘Sounds unnatura to me. | mean, it'ssurviva of thefittest and al that but everybody wantsto live, as
arule’

‘Yes,' shesaid. '‘Asarule. Soit's sure a shameto kill something that doesn't want to die, isn't it? Her
glacid blue gaze caught and froze his.

‘It's not very sporting though, isit? observed Minkus, one of the other hunters.

‘Killing is serious business,’ Sinead said, with ashrug. She handed him the rabbit she had just picked
up. 'Here, you try this. Make sure the bresk is clean and say part of the thanks before you finish him so
he knowsyou'redoing it.’

‘Lady, | never try to hurt anything any more than it takes to do the job, but you people have gone
over the top. This anthropomorphism shit is crazy. Thewhole universeisgoing to have abig bely laugh



at your expense. First you try to tell usthe planet is sentient and then you want meto believe you're
intimate with the psychology of bunny rabbits and foxes." Minkus snapped the rabbit's neck in anger.

Firgt Sinead said thanksto the rabbit. Then she had words for the hunter. "Y ou don't think we just
made dl thisup, do you? Welearnt along time ago that the animals are willing to come to these placesto
die aslong aswe are courteous and grateful for their sacrifice. But if we forget our manners, therelll be no
rabbit, no moose, no caribou, bear, or fowl and we'd better hope the vegetable crop was good in the
summer because the long and the short of it is, ther€lll be no meet at all. It'sthe same with the sea
creatures.’

‘Come on, you people have only been here a couple hundred years,' de Peugh said.

‘Yesdr, that'sright, we have,” Seamus put in. 'By the time we came, our ancestors back on Earth on
the Inuit Sde had taken to outside ways and didn't listen to the animals no more. And you know what?
Them animals got extinct - at least asfar as men knew, for they never came near 'em no more. Except for
the polar bearsthat is; Seamus grinned. 'They just turned the huntin’ round the other way. Y ou boys
manage to snag a polar bear, | want to warn you for your own good, be real polite to the one you take
or hiskinfolk will take exception.’

“Your turn, Seamus,’ Sinead said.

After there was arabbit apiece, duly dressed and skinned, she motioned for them to move on.

“How about al your little friendsin there wanting to die? de Peugh asked.

‘Thereare more folksin Kilcoole than just us,' Liam said.

In two more hours, thetrail led to akidney-shaped lake, clear as crystal and full of lily pads. The
curlies became restive.

‘“Whoa, boy..." said Clotworthy, leaning forward and patting the curly's neck to reassure his mount.

‘Darby'samare,’ Liam offered.

‘Girl then. What'swrong with her?

‘They want to go swimming," Sinead said, hopping down from her mount, ‘and unless you want to go
too, I'd suggest you dismount and remove her tack. Y ou others do the same.' Liam and Seamus aready
hed their saddles and bridles off.

Minkus and Mooney, who had been walking, decided to join the horses. The freeze of the previous
night had cooled the water only dightly. The day had been sunny and warm &fter the snowfal and the
lake, like most Petaybean waterways, was partidly fed by hotsprings.

Sinead was hot and tired, too. She wasn't naturally cranky, anyone would tell you that, but she was at
aloss how to impress on these oafish of f-worl ders the seriousness of the relationship between the species
on Petaybee. She had heard in stories and songs how it had been on Earth before her
great-great-grandparents left; how the animas were no different from made things, how the world was
something you walked on and nothing more. Maybe it was because Petaybee was dive that the
relationship between hunter and hunted was a specid, privileged one, maybeit was not like that on old
Earth, maybe it wasn't like that anywhere else in the universe, except. ..

The old songs and stories her ancestors ancestors had handed down as curiosities long after they had
ceased to have any meaning in their day-to-day lives reflected that once the animals had been thought of
asssters and brothers, just as they were on Petaybee; that once they had talked with people even more
eadly than they did now. Maybe this new batch of crazies had the right idea. Maybe you had to pretend
that living things were something to be worshipped, instead of doing as Petaybee and its inhabitants had
aways done and having abit of friendly give and take. But maybe it took religious awe to get bozoslike
these blokes to respect anything.

She waded in after the men and horses and plunged her hands, then her head into the lake'swaters,
surface diving, opening her eyesto see the swaying sems of thelilies. The curlies feet churned up mud
but soon they too were swimming - curlies were good swimmers. The mud settled and she could see
their legsworking away under water. Then, asif by agreement, al six of them dived a once.

Lily rootswere agreat ddicacy for curlies, one of their favourite foods, and she could fed their gaiety



asthey closed off their noses, lowered their extraeydids and dived like sedlsfor the bottom, their tails
streaming out behind them like mermaids hair astheir lips and teeth pried loose the lily roots. Oncethe
roots were captured, the curlies turned snouts up, pumped with their front legs and were back on the
surface, munching their catch.

Themen aswdl weredl in thelake now. Sinead climbed out, dried herself and dressed. Seamus had
emerged before her and Liam followed shortly after. The curlies made three or four more dives.

‘Lookslike them fellows are more interested in horse play than the curliesare,’ Seamus said,
watching the hunters diving and splashing each other and trying to catch the curlies tails.

One of them was busily trying to uproot lilies. Hoping to curry favour, no doubt, Sinead thought with
awince at her own unspoken pun.

Liam said, Their feet probably hurt and curly-coats know well enough that once they're out of the
water, they'll haveridersagain.’

Seamus grinned. 'Ah, Sinead, it'sacrud taskmaster you are’

‘Maybe s0,' she said. 'But | don't seem to be gettin' through to them, now do 1?7

‘| dwaysthought it wassmple' Liam said. 'All my life, everybody | know, anytime they wanted
anything, just listened to what was wanted and did it and they were taken care of. It'snot like it's difficult
or anything. But these fellows just don't seem to think that way.’

Seamuswhistled for his curly and the others automaticaly followed. The men playing in the water
either didn't see or pretended they didn't.

‘Ah, welve worried them enough, Sinead,’ Seamus said with awink. "They've no gunsto do great
harm with now. | say we take the curlies and leave them on their own abit.’

Sinead returned hiswink. 'An excellent idea. Perhaps without uslooking on they'll figure things out for
themsdves’

Kilcoole

Contents - Prev/Next

Clodagh looked over the four white-robed figures and shook her head. '| don't know what Sean
thinks I'm going to do with al of you. Theré's only me at the house, but | don't think there's enough
stretching spacefor dl of you.

‘Please, Clodagh,” Sister Igneous Rock said. "We don't want to put you out. But we have learnt that
the Beneficence manifestsitsalf to you in certain cavernswarmed by its blessed blood and bresth. We
could ask for nothing better than to be dlowed to live there!’

The others nodded eagerly but Clodagh shook her head. 'The caves arentt living places. It's OK to
take shelter thereif you're caught out in the weather, of course, and it's OK for animas. Not for people.’

‘Forgive my ignorance, Clodagh, but why isthat, would you say? Brother Shale asked.
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Clodagh shrugged. 'Wetak to the planet most directly in the caves. If someonesliving there, it
wouldn't be polite to go in and have a chat with their house. And on the other hand, how would you like
someone setting up housekeeping ingde your mouth?

Sister Agate beamed. 'Oh, sheis so wise. They said you werewise, and you redly arejust aswise as
they said. Isn't she wise, brothers and sisters?

‘Indeed. But might we, at least, become acquainted? Would you introduce us to the planet?
Clodagh shrugged. 'Y ou're standing on it. But | don't see why not. Only thing is, we just had one
latchkay and there's not another one sposed to happen till Snowdance. And alatchkay isredly the best

time. But things are happenin' so fast, maybe we should have another one sooner.’

‘“How soon isthe next one? Brother Shale asked.

“Two, three months. Depending.’

‘Oh," Sgter Igneous Rock said. ‘But that won't do.’

‘“Why not?

“We had hoped to come and worship and return home to spread the Word within the next month.’

“Hmph," Clodagh said. 'If you go that soon, you'll miss most of the winter.’

‘Well, yes,' Brother Shde said. 'It is said that the exterior temperature gets down below minus two
hundred Fahrenheit and | have rather poor circulation to endure that sort of cold.’

‘Never mind that,” Sister Igneous Rock said staunchly. ‘Now, Clodagh, | appreciate your importance
asthenomina high priestess of the Beneficence, but | really don't understand why we should wait for a
latchkay. Brother Granite told usthat Sgnificant communication had taken place quite extemporaneoudy
when people wandered into or were taken to the caves by one of you. That iswhat we wish.’

Clodagh said, 'OK, but I'm not any kind of priestess. | guessI'd better take you tonight, and we can
al deep there. Thisonce.

‘Fine," Brother Shale said. 'Now then, what will the Beneficence perceive as an appropriate
sacrifice?

De Peugh wasthefirgt of the hunters to notice that something was missing. 'Damn!" he said dapping
the water.

‘Damn what? asked Clotworthy, shaking the water out of hisears.

‘The Great White Huntress and her native bearers have deserted us and taken the transportation!”

‘Oh dear,’ said Minkus. 'I'm afraid he's correct. | do hope she l€eft our clothing. My winter togs came
from Herod's on Nilus |1 and they were hideoudy expensive. He flung thislast bit back over his bony
white shoulder while wading to shore. 'Ah!" he said, once there. ‘It'sdl right, chaps! Our kit isall
accounted for.’

‘Great, said Ersol. 'So it'll take us much longer to freeze to death thisway." A fat black cloud chose
that moment to cross the path of the low-hanging sun and ateasing wind chased wavel ets up to wet the
back of hislegs as he danced around on the sharp stones scattered along the shore.

Thefirst oneto finish dressing was M ooney, who, looking to the far sde of the lake, pointed and
said, 'Shedidn't take all the horseswith her! Look, there's one of them over there!”

‘Firgt oneto catch it getsto ride!" Clotworthy said and started running. Unfortunately, he hadn't quite
finished putting on his boots, and tripped and fell face down in the shallows, wetting his water-resistant
parka and muddying and scratching hisface.

Ersol, amore experienced hunter, proceeded calmly into the lumpen undergrowth sprouting beneath
the sparse, skinny trees.

‘| seeit, he hissed back to the others, and stalked it. Meanwhile, Clotworthy stood, picked up abow
and arrow, followed by Minkus brandishing a spear, and Mooney holding the dagger in histeeth so he
would have both hands free to grab the curly's mane if necessary. De Peugh took the time to hoist the
quiver of arrows on to his shoulder and test the bow string before following hisfellows. He a so,
prudently, stuck arabbit in one of the forty-seven capacious pockets of his hunting vest.



The curly looked asif it was amenable to being caught, standing quietly, drinking from the lake, until
Ersol was dmogt within touching distance of it. Then it lifted its head and looked at him.

“Holy horseshit, will you look at that!" he said.

The curlycorn shook its shaggy head at him, its newly sharpened single horn glinting, and trotted off to
asafedistance. It blinked a him, once.

‘It'safraggin’ unicorn!" Ercol called back to the others.

‘Wdll, don't just sare at it, shoot it!" de Peugh growled, coming up behind him and drawing hisown
bow. Y ou can bet your retirement fund those things don't get depressed and go lie in holeswaiting to
die’

‘No-oné€, said Minkus, 'will ever bdlievethis’

‘Not unless we take the head back with us,' de Peugh said, letting hisarrow fly.

The arrow wasjust abit behind the curlycorn, which galloped off, not in fear, it seemed to Minkus,
but asif it had suddenly thought of a previous gppointment.

‘Missed!’ Ersol said and sent his arrow flying too.

They were not stupid men, on thewhole, and it didn't take them too long to decide that they hadn't a
prayer of catching the heretofore mythica creature so they stopped chasing it.

Thoroughly winded and disgusted, they turned back to where they had |eft the rest of their winter gear
and the rabbits Sinead had left behind for them.

Something new had been added. What looked like an enormous calico housecat, the base of itstall
thin, thetip bushy, waslicking thelast of thelast rabbit from its mouth. Behind it lurked the curlycorn,
quite asif, Minkus thought, the two beasts were conspiring againgt the hunting party.

Minkuswas inclined to remonstrate with the beasts but de Peugh had worked hisway into a
leadership position and hushed the ot of them with afinger to hislips.

The cat sauntered towards the curlycorn and the two of them ambled off into the woods. With a
gedthy wiggle of hisfingers, de Peugh motioned them to follow.

Together they crept after the usive beasts as quietly as five men unaccustomed to Petaybean
groundcover could creep. The animals managed to stay just out of range, but did not seem to notice their
arrows.

“Y ou can tdl nothing hereis used to being hunted,’ Ersol whispered. They aren't taking anything fired
inther direction persondly.’

With another gesture from de Peugh, the men spread out and came towards the animas from five
different angles. Thistime, when Ersol fired hisarrow, it glanced off the flank of the curlycorn, which
whinnied and began to run. The cat chased it, asif in agame. The men broke into arun too, and because
of their angles, closed in on the cat.

Suddenly the curlycorn reared, his chest looming over Minkus. Now was the time to use the spear or
never. But the cat evaded Mooney's dagger by springing straight across the shaft of Minkus's spear,
knocking it aside.

Minkus, who fancied himsdf no mean hand at springing, threw himsdlf at the cat at precisdy the same
time asthe other four men. The cat'sfur brushed his hands as hisfeet landed, tangling with eight other
feet, and thelot of them plunged through the underbrush and down, down, bruisingly down into a deep,
dark hole.

Landing on that part of his anatomy best suited for abrupt seating, Minkus was showered with debris
from above. Looking up, he saw the faces of the cat, its teeth bared in awide grin, and the curlycorn,
gtaring down at him and his companions. Perhgps there was something to this anthropomorphism after all,
he thought. He could have sworn that both animals wore expressions of profound satisfaction.

‘| think | broke my jaw,” mumbled Mooney. Or that was what Minkus understood him to say.
Mooney's actud statement was obscured by what seemed to be the echo of hislast word, distorted into '
Ha ha hahahahaha'.



After sending Liam and Seamus on to the other culling places, Sinead and the extra curliesturned
back to where sheld last seen the cheechakos. It had started snowing in the time they took to make their
plans, and alight coating of snow masked the lake shore and its surroundings. She missed the spot at
firgt, for there was no longer any clothing or weapons or any trace of the dead rabbits.

‘I know | |eft ‘'em around here somewhere,' she said, dismounting and looking for asign that would
enable her to start tracking the men. Brushing aside some of the snow, she uncovered the vestiges of
severa sets of tracks, two sets leading away from the site and one leading back. There was aso one
clear set of the paw prints of atrack-sized cat. She began calling but her cries were not answered, and
after trying to tell one broken bush from another she gave up and decided to find Liam and Seamus
instead so that she could send Seamus back to Kilcoole for help while she and Liam, the best tracker of
the three of them, continued to search.

Clodagh was beginning to realize why religious congregations were sometimes caled 'flocks. The
onesfollowing her to the hotsprings had less sense than sheep and were noisier than magpies.

They insgsted on waking to the hotsprings cave barefoot, even though she warned them about the
coo-berry bramblesthat <till guarded the entrance to the cave from the unwary and uninvited. The
coobrambles had settled back into being ordinary weeds again, their extraordinary growth curtailed once
the brambles had penetrated and removed all of the Petraseal, and most of the people who had painted
the sedlant, in four of the planet's communion caves. The brambles had been cut back, poisoned, and
burnt but there was still athriving growth at the hotsprings. Y ou just had to know how to avoid it.

Clodagh did avoid it. The newcomersingsted on walking straight through the brambles and she had
an awful time getting them loose again, findly having to resort to the smal mist bottle of coo repellent she
had thankfully remembered to carry with her.

Then the newcomers wanted to enter the cave by prostrating themsalves and crawling in like worms,
but Clodagh pointed out that since the entrance was through the waterfall, they could drown that way and
redly, truly, the planet didn't care abit how they camein aslong asthey didn't have any Petrased with
them.

They did ingst on grovelling and kissing the cave floor the moment they entered, though.

After genuflecting Six or seven times, Sister Igneous Rock threw her outstretched armsinto the air and
cried, 'Speak to us O Beneficence...’

All they got was an echo, not of the last word, but of the O. It sounded like Wo, no, no...’

‘Tell uswhat you would have us do! How can we dedicate our miserable livesto your service? How
can we redeem the error of humankind to your greater glory? How can we demondtrate that, though
unworthy, we are more than willing to do your bidding? How can we convince Y ou to show us your
will?

‘How? echoed the others. 'Tell ushow.’

Clodagh sighed. They could start by shutting up. Eveniif it had something to say today, which it
apparently didn't, not even the planet could get aword in edgewise the way these folks carried on.

After atime, they did stop babbling. Clodagh had haf fallen adeep by then.

Lazily, she roused up. 'Y ou al done now?

But just then, Brother Schist collapsed back down to hisknees and yelled, 'Halldluja | just heard
voices’

‘What? Where? Why should it talk to you and not to the rest of us? What did it reved to you? cried
Sdter Agate.

‘It said, "Fraggital, these things have thorns.

‘Ah-ha,’ Clodagh said, and stepped over them to the cave's entrance, diding between the waterfall
and the dliff face.

Portia Porter-Pendergrass and Bill Guthrie were tangling themsalves to shredsin coobrambles.

Clodagh took her spray-mist bottle from her apron pocket, spritzed her way to them and tried to
help.



‘Get away from me!l' Portia shrieked. 'Guthrie, what kind of aman are you? Makethis... thiswitch -
let go of me!’

‘| thought you cameto talk to me," Clodagh said, genuinely puzzled. ‘Sean said you folks wanted to.’

‘Pay no attention to her, Dama," Bill Guthrie said. 'She's hysterical. She became addicted to one of
her company's own tranquillizers - sad case, redly. | wanted to talk to you about the pharmaceutical
potential of some of the materia medica you have discovered on your charming planet but Portia
thought we should just begin taking samples. Unfortunately, the samples seem to have taken us’

‘Surelooksthat way,' Clodagh said. 'Dama, if you just stand up and pick off the ones stuck to your
clothes, I think you're free now. It's gartin’ to snow anyway. Coobrambles shrink when it snows. Come
on over to the spring and let's wash and treat those scratches. Y ou got some pretty deep ones.’

The easiest place to give the distraught Portia and Guthrie adry bramble-free place to sit while
washing and treating their wounds was the inside of the cave. The 'rock flock', as Clodagh was beginning
to think of the white-robed pilgrims, eagerly asssted in'ministering’ asthey called it.

‘What did you want samples of anyway? Clodagh asked Portia Porter-Pendergrass, just to distract
her from screeching in the ear of her rescuers whenever Clodagh daubed alittle sting-bush leaf ona
scratch.

‘That stuff you're putting on me now, for starters,’ she said. Her face and hands were amess and one
thorn had narrowly missed her left eye. Clodagh felt bad for her.

‘That's OK then, dannah,’ she said asif to achild, being as gentle as she could with avery deep
scratch on theleg. 'Y ou can have the rest of thiswhen we're done here. Y ou'll need it anyway to make
those scratches go away.’

“How about me? Bill Guthrie asked plaintively.

“You too,' Clodagh said, patting his knee. 'Just be brave and hold on till I'm finished hereand I'll
gather some morefor you to take home.’

‘And that cough medicine you gave Y anaba Maddock? Portia asked.

“Why?Y ou got acough?

‘Ohyes,' shesaid, giving aforced hack.

‘Metoo, Bill Guthrie said.

‘That stuff you sprayed on the bushes,’ Portiasaid as pitifully as she could.

But before Bill Guthrie could chimein again, Sister Agate threw herself between the two coobramble
victims and Clodagh.

‘Do not harken to the false words of these infidels, Mother Clodagh. ..’

‘| told you, I'm not your mother...’

‘Clodagh, she'sright,’ Brother Shale said, taking her shoulders and attempting to pull her away from
the pharmaceutica reps. These people are out only to exploit the Beneficence. They want to strip it of its
miracles and synthesize itswondersfor base motives of pecuniary profit.’

‘They'll desecrate the Beneficence,' Sister Igneous Rock howled.

‘Bequiet,’ Clodagh said.

“You mustnt..." Sister Agate began.

‘They'recrazy...' Bill Guthrie said, shaking off Brother Shale.

But both were drowned out by abooming echo of Clodagh's voice, rebounding through the cave. '
QUIET! QUIET! Quiet! Quiet! Quiet! Quiet! Et! Et! Et. Et...

‘It spoke!" Sister Igneous Rock whispered, clasping her heart.

‘That was an echo, you idiot!" Portia Porter-Pendergrass said with asnarl.

‘QUIET, IDIOT!" the echo said just once. And thistime nobody spoke.

Finaly, Clodagh said, "Y ou people quit fighting and stop being so Silly. You lot,' she nodded &t the
rock flock," the planet isn't a Creator any more than any of you. It's part of creation. The powersthat be
at Interga even helped makeit how it is now, though they only wokeit up, they didn't cregteitslife’



‘But how do you know, Clodagh,’ Brother Agate asked. 'Y ou are but a mere morta, though
favoured ...

‘1 know 'cause the planet told me so, of course,’ she said. ‘And if you warnt it to tell you anything,
you're gonna have to get rid of some of your funny ideas |ong enough to make room for what it's got to
say. Asfor you folks," she nodded to Portiaand Bill, 'you can have any medicine you need and welcome
toit.

‘They'll Analyse it," Sister Agate moaned.

‘They'll Synthesize it,' Brother Shale groaned.

‘S0? Clodagh asked. 'If there's sick folks needing medicine and they can make up stuff like we got
here to cure them, that'sa good thing.’

Y ou don't understand!" Sister Igneous Rock wailed. "We've seen it happen before on other worlds!
Our own worlds! We even aided in the desecration, may the Beneficence forgive us, before we redlized
what we had wrought and saw the light. Brother Shae was ageologist for the intergaactic energy rapists
and | mysdlf engineered plants with which they could stedl the treasures of other worlds. Even when |
learnt there were Better Ways| could not convince my masters. They want only to destroy. Oh, believe
me, Clodagh, for | have seen how they work. We have dl seenit.

They'll build factories here and pollute the waters, clog the voice of the Bene - the planet, they'll strip
it bare of itsheding plantsand minerads’

‘It'd just be a small factory,' Bill Guthrie said, holding up his thumb and forefinger with an inch spread
between them to show how small the factory would be.

‘And if wetook al of the mature plants, well, they're plants, they'll grow back, right? We cdl it a
renewable resource, Clodagh,’ Portiasaid like she was talking to someone dumb enough to go out in
midwinter without acoat on. 'lt'sagrowing thing.’

‘So'syour skin," Clodagh said, shaking her head. 'But if the coobrambles stripped it al off you, it
wouldn't grow back - at least not fast enough to keep you dive. Petaybee'sjust like you. Y ou take off its
skinand it'll be back to what it was - not dead maybe, but not awake either.’

‘But, don't you see, there are red lives, human lives, being wasted for want of the cures Petaybee
hasto offer. Y ou oweit to them..." Asif in support of that argument, the cave began to echo with the
cry, 'Help! Help, please! Somebody help us!’

10

Gal-3 - Repair bay
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Bunny tried to get the ship's computer to sound an alert while Diego attempted to persuade the hatch
to reopen. His bracelet didn't do the job, nor did any amount of trying different button combinations on
the pad |located beneath a smooth metal panel. Findly, something clicked, he wasn't sure what, and the
panel irised open. He heard footstepsin the corridor and looked to see where they were coming from.
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‘Bunny, quick, weve got to hide!" he said. 'The white suits are coming back. They're carrying things.
More bodiesit lookslike’

‘Canwerunfor it?

“You can't outrun alaser.’

‘Diego, they've dl got pressure suits on. If they open the outer hatch while we're here, we're goners!’

‘That, too, although with them carrying stuff, they arent likely to have free handsto pull the laserson

us

‘Come on, Diego. If we stand here arguing about it, were gonersfor sure’

‘They'retoo close!' he said. He saw them clearly now, the white-suited figures, carrying two women
-Yanaand Marmie! One of the figures, atal man, wore the helmet but no white suit. Diego was pretty
sure he hadn't been with them earlier.

‘Let's go,' she said, and pushed him out the door.

They were hdfway down the corridor when acloud of sweet-smelling pink gas overtook them.

Y anaawoke coughing so hard she thought for amoment her life of the last few months had been a
dream and shewas il in the infirmary following the Bremport massacre. She had asickly sweet tastein
her mouth and a condtriction about her chest, which she found, when she stopped coughing, was caused
by another body lying across her. She reached out and her hand was full of face - smooth, unlined face
and atangleof hair.

A chorus of coughing, not as violent as her own, erupted al around her and then Bunny's voice
grumbled in adeepy-headed childish tone, ‘Ouch, your finger'sinmy eye’

‘Sorry," Yanamuttered and Bunny wriggled away, provoking another'sorry' from whomever she
rolled into in giving Y anamore space: Diego, in fact.

‘Sorry, Diego,' Bunny said. ‘'It'salittle crowded in here!’

“Yana,' Marmion's voice was faintly durred, and she too began coughing, but daintily. ‘Wasthat party
of Pless much better than | thought it was?

‘1 don't think so, unless she uses pink perfumed, gas on her guests afterwards,’ Y ana said, coughing
agan.

‘Merde alors! Isthat what it was? Where are we?

‘l don't know. (Hack) It'sdark.’

Then suddenly it wasn't and a chirpy voice said, 'Oh, good, our guests are awake. Tell me, none of
you have any food dlergies do you? Anyone avegetarian?

Y anablinked fast and focused on the small port where a pert face dimpled in at them. Y ana had seen
hundreds of faces like that pushing everything from shampoo to specific space créft for flightsto
anywhere you cared to mention.

‘What'sit to ya? Bunny asked, surprisingly pugnacious on such short notice.

‘Now, honey, that's no way to be. Just because you have to be our guests for awhile doesn't mean
the experience has to be unpleasant. Sorry to crowd you al in like that but we thought you'd fedl
reassured to find each other near by when you woke up. I'm afraid the boys were allittle carel ess how
you landed. So, let'stry again, shall we? Any food dlergies?

The tangle on the floor sorted themselves out. ‘| demand to know where we are and why we've been
detained in thisfashion, Marmion said.

Til be glad to explain but redlly, the crew isgoing to be crossif they don't get their dinnerson time so
could you please answer my question first? the person at the port said with atrace of irritation.

‘I would didike causing your crew any inconvenience,' Y anasaid in atrenchant tone. ‘None of usisa
vegetarian but 1, and she paused for a coughing fit, 'am sendtive to any sort of gas!’

‘Fine, good. Wonderful. Back in ajiff,’ the person said, and Ift.

‘Marmion,' Yanasaid sotto voce, and when she had Marmion's attention in the dimly lit room, she
gestured to where she had hidden her darm. It was gone now: she'd've been surprised if it'd ill been



there, agross oversight on their captors part.

Marmion gave the most imperceptible of nods and ady smile. So, thought Y ana, both of them had
had a chance to send signds. Help ought to be on itsway. Wherever they were.

‘Macci's not here” Marmion said suddenly. 'What have they done with him, do you suppose? There's
just usfour.’

‘Ohr’

Then Pert-face, as good as her word, was back. When she opened the hatch, she had two armed
guards with her and the three of them stayed outside the room. The guards wore orange coverallswith no
identifying patches. Pert-face wore a bodytight in green with an aqua tunic of what appeared to be
crocheted lace. Her hair was light brown, with lynxlike grey tufts a the ears and in adiamond pattern a
the crown, extending into the fringe of hair accenting earnest brown eyes.

‘I'm Dinah O'Nelll,' she introduced hersdlf. 'l represent Louchard Enterprises

‘Aswhat? Y ana asked.

‘Oh, Public Relations, Lega, Adminigtrative, what-have-you. I'm the representative. And you, | take
it, must be Colond 'Y anaba Maddock?

Y ananodded but declined to shake her hand.

‘And the famous Marmion de Revers Algemeine!' Dinah O'Nelll said, the stars practicaly dancingin
her eyes as she addressed Marmie. 'I'm thrilled to meet you.’

‘| wish | could say the same," Marmion said.

“Now, now, Madame Algemeine, I'm sure you've been unavoidably detained for business reasons
before. Think of thislittle interlude as another minor delay. And these lovely youngsters must be... let's
see, Diego Metaxos? Right? Right! And Buneka or Bunny - my, that redlly suitsyou - Rourke. | can't tell
you how ddlighted | am to have you here’

‘I'll bet," Y anasaid, coughing again.

‘And whereis Macci Senda? Marmion asked. 'He was with us when we were gassed.’

‘Ah, yes, that glamorous one. Asfar as| know he'sal right but really, | felt the four of you would be
crowded enough in here despite misery loving company so much.’

‘Therésareason for dl of this nonsense? Marmion asked, totally unamused.

‘The reasons are rather complicated and really nothing you need to worry about now. Youred| safe
and well and that's the important thing, isn't it? Except that poor Colond Maddock seemsto be catching
cold." Yanahad launched into another paroxysm.

‘It'snot acold,’ Bunny said, wrapping her arm protectively across Y ana's hunched shoulderswhile
she coughed. 'She's only just over agas poisoning at Bremport and you - you can't just go around
indiscriminately gassing people...’

‘I'm so sorry,’ Dinah O'Nelll said. "'The bossfancied adisabling laser bolt through the knees but |
suggested that gas provides less wear and tear on the cargo - | mean, the guests. | do apologize.’ She
snapped her fingers at one of the guards who had atray in one hand and afour-litre bottle in the other.
'Herésyour dinner. Quite nourishing, | assure you. And just what the captain ordered. Enjoy!’

The guard laid these supplies on the floor and backed away.

‘1 have adog named Dinah,’ Diego said softly to no-onein particular. 'She'sa nice bitch!”

‘Flattery will get you nowhere, youngster,” and there was an edge on the bubbly tone Pert-face used.
The door clanged shuit.

Marmion lifted up the tray and peered at its contents. 'Nutritiona bars and some vitamin cubes.’

‘What was dl that crap about alergies and vegetarianism, then? Diego wanted to know.

‘Here, Yana,' Marmion said, passing the water bottle. 'Seeif it'll soothe your throat.’

Y anagratefully swigged a big mouthful which shetrickled down her dry throat.

‘What are you doing? she asked Bunny who was now audibly sniffing, turning her head to smell each
corner of the smal room.



‘Wherever we are, we're still on the Space Station,’ Bunny said.

‘However can you arrive at that conclusion? Marmion asked, surprised and sceptical.

‘Air,' Bunny said and grinned. 'I'm agood sniffer and thisisthe same air that we were breathing on
Gal-Three. Y our launch hed different-smdling air. But this..." and she sniffed again, '.... isthesame as
Gd-Three’

“Y ou know, she might beright, Marmion said.

‘| devoutly hope sheis,' Y ana said with an unobtrusive gesture to where the darm pad had been.

Marmion considered this. 'l wonder... Y ou could beright, Bunny.’

‘D'you think they do have Macci next door or someplace? Diego asked.

“Y ou mean, could he bein thiswith our dear Dinah? Marmion asked. 'Redlly, Diego. Macci's
Rothschild's, not apirate’

‘Isthat who's kidnapped us? Pirates? Bunny was torn between astonishment and dismay. Then her
expression changed into adisgusted grimace. 'Water! | chewed that cube and it's one you've got to
swdlow. Urgh!’

They finished their repast and each took along swig of water to wash down the last of the dry bars
and cubes and then arranged themsel ves about the small room. They sat two on aside, facing each other,
their legs mesting in the centre of the smal space.

‘Now what? Bunny asked in avery brave voice that had only adight tremor init.

Y anascratched at her shoulder, unobtrusively fingering where the darm pad had been. Shewas
desperately hoping that her initia use of the now missing device had got through to the security folk.
Surdy thered been enough time to trace their whereabouts - that is, if they were on the gtation as Bunny
felt they should be. And where was the 'unseen’ eye that Marmion had mentioned in her launch that
would be watching out for their safety?

She started coughing again. Bunny handed over the water but Y ana couldn't stop coughing long
enough to takea gip.

‘Dinah? Dinah O'Nelll? cried Bunny, rising and pounding on the hatch with both fists. The Colond
needs adoctor. She's coughing blood! Damn it! Answer me...’

The hatch was hauled open so abruptly that Bunny lost her balance and then lurched back away from
the angry facesthat looked in at them: the two men who had brought the ‘food'.

‘Let's see the blood,' one of them demanded.

Y anawas barking so hard and painfully that she was bent over her knees, trying to ease the spasms
that racked her belly. She was hoping the coughing wouldn't provoke a miscarriage. That thought made
her clasp her belly protectively asthe compulsivetickle kept up itsirritation and she kept up her
coughing.

“You see! You see!' Bunny cried, outraged. 'Get her adoctor. She's no good to you dead!”’

The hatch shut with aresounding clang.

‘Shelll bedl right? Diego asked, hisvoice taut. 'She won't lose the baby or anything?

Y anashook her head, denying that to him aswell asto herself. And kept right on coughing, gasping
for breath now, her ribs aching from the exercise.

“We must be able to do something!" Bunny cried and had pounded twice on the hatch when it opened
again and asoulful face, long and aritocratic, framed with slvery hair and awell-trimmed beard looked
in briefly. He was pushed aside by Dinah O'Neill.

‘What's this? What's this? Blood?

* She can't sop coughing from dl that gas you poured into us,' Bunny said angrily. ‘Do something.’

‘Thisis Doctor Namid Mendelsky..." Dinah began.

‘I'm adoctor of astronomy, not medicing, Ms O'Nelll," he said contritely. ‘But your infirmary must
have some sort of linctus. Even pirates get coughs...’

‘Privateer,’ Dinah O'Neill corrected primly. She spoke over her shoulder. ‘Bring thefirst aid kit.’



‘That'sfor injuries...’

‘Getit)

‘Codeine stops the cough reflex,’ Diego said hel pfully. 'Most first aid kits have something of that sort
in them. Mild. Useful.’

Y ana hesitated. 'C-codeine? she gasped. 'What about the b-baby?

Mendelsky raised his eyebrows and gave adightly uneasy shrug. ‘| wouldn't think theré'd be much
risk to the foetus at this stage, but I'm no obstetrician. | think it's asafe bet, however, if the cough
continues to be this violent, that you could miscarry.’

She nodded, pausing only amoment to bark again.

‘What she needsisto get back to Petaybee, and Clodagh's syrup,’ Bunny said.

‘Ah, yes,' said Privateer Dinah O'Nelll brightly. "Well, we can see our way clear to do that, after
certain basic arrangements have been made.’

‘Ransom demands, you mean, Marmion said gtiffly.

Dinah O'Neill twinkled a her asif shed said something very witty. 'First we redlly must do something
to stop that coughing or we won't be able to get her to agree to anything.’

Y anaviolently waved both arms, trying to indicate that despite her coughing she wasn't about to agree
to anything. Then the guard returned and was thrusting the first aid container, a Sizeable onetoo, at Dinah
who side-stepped so that the box went to Dr Mendelsky.

‘Please,’ Bunny said, now supporting the weakening Y anaagaing her. 'Find something!”

‘I'm redlly an astronomer, not amedicd...’

‘Anything!" Bunny cried in an anguish punctuated by Y ana's painful barking.

‘Ah, codeine!' Namid Mendesky held up avid in triumph and then hisface lost that look for one of
doubt. 'But how much?

Marmion held out her hand for thevid. Looked at it. The spray,’ she said authoritatively and, when
shereceived that, did thefilling and then released the drug into Y ands throat. Almost magically, it seemed
to everyonein the smal room, the paroxysm eased and Y analay, exhausted, against Bunny.

*And look, an herbd linctus? Mendelsky passed that over to Marmion who aso read itslabel.

She broke the sedl on the cap and opened the bottle, passing it to Y anawho let the thick liquid flow
into her mouth and down her throat, lining it in asoothing fashion. She recapped the bottle, clutching it to
hersdf, her lungs heaving to reduce the oxygen debt the coughing had caused.

Dinah O'Nelll clicked her fingers at Marmion who still held the hypospray and the codeinevidl.
Marmion handed them over.

*So0? Marmion asked the privateer in adeeply sgnificant tone. 'Now what?

‘Can you walk, Colonel? Dinah asked, peering down at Y ana.

‘If awalk means we can settle this nonsense sooner, I'll makeit.

‘Ever the vdiant colond,' Dinah replied, dimpling at her. 'l do admire your resolution and intrepidity.’

‘Thanks,' Yanasaid, exhaing wearily. That coughing had taken alot out of her but she mustn't
indicate just how much.

‘Good. Then Megenda, the first mate, will escort you to the Captain's cabin. | have other dutiesto
attend.’

‘Macci? Marmion asked, hopeful of an answer.

‘Now, that would be telling, wouldn't it? Dinah said, mildly reproving and went off. The doctor of
astronomy followed her and alarger figure loomed in the hatch opening.

First Mate Megendawas atall, muscular black man who probably had ended up a pirate-privateer
because he looked the part so completely. One eye was a cyber-implant that was only dightly less
menacing than an eyepatch. He had cut the deeves out of his orange coveral and wore a striped jersey
beneath it and aflowered red bandannaaround his shaven head. Redlly, Y anathought, grasping at any
diversion, the man had been watching far too many swashbuckling holovids.



He gestured peremptorily for them to follow him -and an equally large and threatening fellow,
olive-green rather than black, fell in behind Diego who was last to leave their prison. Y ana managed
another swig of thelinctus, for just the act of getting up made the tickle return to her throat.

They were led through corridor after endless corridor, past supply locks and repair bays and what
looked like weapons rooms and cyberdeep facilities, storage bay after storage bay. Some of them, Yana
could have sworn, they passed by more than once. They walked until her feet hurt and her cough was
ceasdless but till their captors led them on through more corridors. The Captain evidently controlled
business on the ship viaremote most of the time, because the Captain's quarters certainly appeared to be
hard to reach. Mot of the commands that didn't come viacomputer were probably relayed by the
O'Neill woman and the first mate.

But the Captain made the first mate look normal. The chamber into which Megendaled them was
thestrical in the extreme, resembling an opulent captain's chamber from an ancient sailing vessd, with
swags of rich materia, hard-copy navigationa charts, antique compasses and sextants and things which
would be of very little use in space, plus acomputer console and afew other contemporary touches
disguised in what appeared to be real wooden settings.

Behind alarge carved desk, the top of which was animmense star chart, sat the infamous Onidi
Louchard. Y ana had wondered what this pirate chieftain would be like. She'd heard that Louchard was a
woman. Hard to tell. To the world, the Captain appeared as an Aurelian - asix-armed, vaguely
humanoid creature with a craw full of fangs that would have stretched from ear to ear had the cresture
had ears, and an optica dit that circled itsentire crania prominence. Thiswas aholocover. Evenif the
wavy aurawasn't discernible, which it was (though only dightly), an Aurelian, even an Aurelian pirate - an
unlikely occupetion for a peaceful sea-dweller with alanguage similar to that of Earth's aquatic mammals
- or even an Aurelian who could live outside its norma environment, would have no conceivable usefor
the gadgetry displayed in that room.

Also, this particular Aurdlian dry-environment-dwelling pirate spoke pretty good English, through
some sort of distorting device.

‘I had no ideayou had a sense of humour, Louchard,’ Y ana stopped coughing long enough to say.

‘Enough. Y ou will record the messages asthey are written for you on these sheets. Y ou, Madame
Algemeine, will havedl of your liquid credits transferred in the manner described here. In addition, you
will sdl your interest in the following concerns for the price given to the first buyer approaching your
broker. The entire transaction, needlessto say, will be kept completely confidentid if you wish to remain
dive, dert, articulate and anatomically complete. These transactions will take place in time-controlled
sections so that any security measures on the part of your people will be detected and you will, |
guarantee, suffer for them.

‘Asfor you, Colond Maddock, in addition to the demands we list there, | suggest that you have your
husband send along some of the famous Petaybean cough syrup that cured you the first time. Signing
over the patent to the party we suggest, of course. | warn you that any resistance or reluctance on your
part will result in unfortunate consequences for the young people accompanying you, aswell asfor
yoursdlf. It will so prolong your stay with us and we are not equipped with any provisonsfor delivering
babies. | trust when you record your messages, you ladies will endeavour to sound sincere and very, very
convincing. Begin.
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Kilcoole

Contents - Prev/Next

Sean Shongili was awakened by Adak, who had just received word via Johnny Greene that Stragglers
from the shuitle containing the first group of hunters had shown up in Harrison's Ford, suffering from
exposure and demanding to make contact with their attorneys.

He was il sorting that out when Una M onaghan located him in Clodagh's cabin, dragged him down
theroad to Y ana's and pointed at the comlink. Y ana's voice transmission was staticky, but the words
appearing on the screen were unmistakable.

‘Weve been kidnapped, Sean. Me, Marmion, Bunny and Diego and thisiswhat the ransom is,’ she
began as his knees, unaccountably unable to support him, folded and his butt fortunately hit the seat of
the chair. They don'tintend to let us go until the ransom'sal paid.’

‘But we don't have any credit!" Sean began in protest.

‘We're apparently in possession of avauable planet,’ and then Y ana began coughing.

‘Yana? Areyou dl right?

‘Sheisnot dl right," another voice said. 'She coughs much and bloodily and...’

The transmission was abruptly cut off. Sean stared at the comunit, tapped it, thinking the connection
had merdly been interrupted. But, after afew more moments of useesstinkering, he had to admit that this
wasn't the case.

‘And the ransom is Petaybee? And just how did the kidnappers expect him to hand over aplanet? A
planet that certainly wasn't histo givel

‘Sean? Unahad popped her head around the door.

“Unal Get Johnny and find out how we can reestablish contact with the parties who've kidnapped
Y ana, our baby, Bunny and Diego, and Madame Algemeine...’

‘Kidnapped? Unas voice broke. 'Johnny! Yes, I'll get Johnny. HEl know.’

Johnny didn't, but he opened achannel to the Space Station and Dr Whittaker Fiske. Whit,
recovering nobly and quickly from the shock of the news, said that held find out or dietrying.

Sean was unable to attend to any of even the most pressing duties. Unaand the other off-worlders
who were being assigned to useful servicesfor the benefit of the emerging Petaybean government carried
on as best they could. Though the true nature of the problem was not mentioned to anyone but Johnny
Greene, very shortly everyonein Kilcoole knew that Y ana, Bunny, Diego and Marmion had been
kidnapped.

Nanook crept in to occupy acorner, saying nothing but keeping his amber eyes softly on Sean.
Coaxtl, minus Cita, shortly arrived and stationed herself on the opposite side. Orange cats appeared
briefly in the doorway and disappeared as Sean sat and Sared at the comlink, willing it to work and
provide good news. Good news only!

In his head thoughts went up and down on amenta carousdl: Y anaand hisunborn child were
kidnapped; Bunny, Diego and Marmion too. By whom? For what reason? He had no right to give a
planet as security! Not to anyone. Only the planet could say what it would or wouldn't do. Maybe that
was the answer. The best thing to do with the problem wasturn it over to the planet. But he couldn't
leave the office, not until that bedamned, unworking comlink awoke with some news. Would he see
Yanadive agan? Would they ever see their baby? Kidnappees did not often return unharmed, dive or
compos mentis. Who knew in what condition they'd be returned, if they were returned? Anything could
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happen to them - maiming that was not just physica but mental and emotiond aswell. Hed heard
rumours of hideous mind-wiping devicesthat could totally destroy your persondity by causing permanent
amnesathat severed al bonds.

How had Marmion let an abduction occur? She'd promised they'd dl be safe for that so-called'short
time it would take to satisfy the CIS Committee about the nature of Petaybee. They'd been gonelong
past the origina estimates. So the kidnappers could et it all up? And start swamping the planet with drug
merchants, hunters, religious orders, orphans, homelessrdatives and al sorts of human flotsam and
jetsam. And no facilitiesto handle such aninflux.

The comlink buzzed and Sean pounced on it like a hungry mink on aroosting chicken.

‘Sorry totell you this, Sean,’ Whittaker Fiske said, 'but the kidnapper has been identified as Onidi
Louchard, awell-known and clever pirate with awell-equipped outfit and a base that no law
enforcement agency's ever been able to discover. Louchard is ruthless and has formidable resources.’

‘Do they have amedic? Sean demanded savagdly, the sound of Y ana's coughing echoing in hisears.
Damn! Sheld only just got over the after-effects of the

Bremport gassing. How could she be subjected to another episode?

“Huh? Whit was taken aback by the unexpected question.

‘Y anas got acough again, bad enough so they useit to threaten me with.’

‘They lose her as hostage and they've no leverage

‘Damn it, Whit, what d'you mean by that?

‘That if she'ssick, they'll bloody well see she gets better! Of course. What'd you think | meant? Sean
murmured something but Whit went on. "'The commander of Gal-Three's organized a massive search of
and contact with every vessdl that | eft the docks since before Y ana, Marmion and the kids went missing.
They're leaving nothing to chance." Whit gave agroan. 'But it's going to take time. That's one of the
busiest gationsin the whole Intergal net. I've dso had aword with Anaciliact and he's none too happy
with that PTS group. He's going to get an injunction against them to prevent any further unauthorized trips
to the surface. I'm going one better. I'm getting permission for you to have arepresentative in the
SpaceBase control tower so you can trace any drops they might make before that injunction is served.
We gotta find them first." Whit made anoise of total disgust and annoyance at the obstacles. 'We don't
need any of thisright now!’

‘Precisely why we haveit, Sean said bitterly. 'Can you spare Johnny to watch the screen?

Whittaker shook his head regretfully. 'No, much as|'d like to but he's far more useful e sewhere than
gtting on his duff looking at a screen for hoursonend.’

‘“Yeah!

‘Get Unato see what she can come up with.’

That was not only heartening advice but a good notion: Una possessed a knack of finding people with
unusua, and very useful, taents.

Til ask her.

‘I'll keep in touch, Sean, and seewhat else | can learn that's going on a Ga-Three!’

‘Find out where Luzon is," Sean said dourly.

‘1 did. He'sdoing intensive therapy in some fancy spato get active again.’

‘Again? He's never sopped being active - against Petaybee.’

‘If we could prove that, Sean,' Whit said in a savage and none-too-hopeful tone, '‘wed do Intergal a
big favour.’

‘Count on me.’

Assoon asthelink broke, Sean explained to Unawhat was needed and why.

‘One of my first group, | think, had some station-keeping experience,’ she said after along moment's
thought. 'l thought it very odd indeed that we were landed so far from any placecivilized...’

Since sheimplied that Kilcoole was civilized, Sean burst out laughing. She regarded him in some



urprise.

“Y ou do my heart good, Una. Y ou consider Kilcoole civilized?

‘Comparatively spesking,' she said with adight grin, but inwardly she was gratified that she had eased
the haunted look on Sean's face. She had come to admire him very much in the short time she'd been
working with him, helping him with impossible burdens. not the least of which wasthis continuous influx of
unnecessary people, especidly the commercid types who seemed so eager to raid whatever wedlth this
planet held. 'We were told that the SpaceBase had been destroyed so we would have to be landed at a
distance from the nearest community...’

‘Only the exact distance wasn't specified. ..”

‘That'sit. Had | known what | know now...’

‘Tel me, Una, exactly what were you told and by whom?

She paused, organizing her thoughts: Sean had discovered that organization was her strong suit.

‘“Wdll, first there was the bulletin about Petaybee being a sentient planet. So | tagged the word on my
termina for any further information, knowing, you see, that some of my family had been sent here.
Petaybee, and she gave him alittle smile, ‘was suddenly much in the bulletins and then the advertisement
appeared, offering safe and quick trangport facilities to the surface of the planet.’

‘dust like that?

‘Well, about three weeks after the first mention of Petaybee. | had enough frequent-flyer hoursto my
credit to get to the Intergal Station easily enough. And the cost of getting to Petaybee's surface was not
al that much, consdering. Infact, rather chegp.’

‘ Chegp enough to attract passengers, huh?

‘| suppose so.’

‘Goon’

‘When | got to Interga Station, the transit desk told me to book in a the Mdlside hostery where dl
Petaybean passengers had to register. When | checked in, | had to deposit the fare and then | was given
adeparturetime.’

‘dust like that?

‘Ves’

‘By whom?

‘The clerk at Mallside. Oh, | got a stamped passage chit or believe you me, | wouldn't have handed
over most of the last credits| had to my name.’

“Y ou wouldn't happen to remember the number of the account to which you credited the fare?

‘1 do. BM-20-2334-57." She repested it so that Sean could jot it down. "'The next morning | was
given atimeto assemblein the hotel lobby. | must say | wasalittle surprised at the. .. diversity of my
fellow passengers. And relieved to find that there were other folkstrying to find their Petaybean
relatives’

‘Wheat did your courier look like?

‘There wasn't one. When | arrived... alittle early, | admit, because | was so eager to be ontime.
Some smdll link transports don't wait so it'swiser to be on time,’ shetold Sean in her earnest manner. He
nodded and she continued, There was a printed notice that we were to proceed to the departure gate.
Anyone not on time would forfeit their fare." She paused. "'The only thing that reassured me wasthat the
transgport was so obvioudy new and one of the other passengers said it was even state-of-the-art.’

‘“Would you have forfeited your fareif it had been aramshackle vehicle? Sean asked.

She gavealittlelaugh. ‘No, I'd sold up to get here. But to the business at hand, Sean, it's Simon
Furey who might stand watch for you at SpaceBase. He's the one who noticed how new the transport
wes!’

‘Where'sheright now?

‘We can ask Wild Star. She'steaching in the latchkay shed.’



Wild Star was certain that her husband Simon would be quite willing to help Sean out. In thefirst
place, he'd love to get his hands on the guy who had dumped them down in the middle of nowhere. If it
hadn't been for Cita, they could have frozen to desth their first night on the planet. In the second place,
he'd two badly blistered hands from chopping wood, which was the chore hed been assigned in
Kilcoole.

‘1 don't mind doing my share, like," he said, displaying the bloody signs of hisindustry, 'but I'd rather a
chance to toughen up more gradudly, like. Yaknow what | mean?

He said held s*ood enough watches on the mining vessals he'd worked over the past twenty years so
that he felt himsalf able to do what Sean wanted.

‘Just don't messthe guy up so much we can't get civil answers out of him, will you? Sean said.

The shuttle was due to make its weekly descent to Petaybee within the next thirty-two hours and
Simon was able to plot from its trgjectory where it would touch down - in the forest nearer
Shannonmouth than Kilcoole. There was no pilot to remongtrate with or wring information from. A highly
sophi sticated remote-controlled module guided it to and from Petaybee.

This Simon Furey discovered when he barged past the disembarking passengers and attempted to get
into the pilot's compartment. He'd come prepared with a device that would disable eectronic locks so he
was able to get into the forward cabin.

‘If I'd had just alittle more time, | could have bollixed up the remote so the shuttle couldn't take of f
again. But it'll come back, won't it? 1 didn't mess up the pandl, like, disabling the lock.' He looked at
Sean for reassurance.

‘Aslong aswhoever's running this show doesn't redlize the lock was tampered with... What would
you need to ballix the controls?

Simon grinned. "It don't take so much, redlly, if you know what to do. I'll have another look through
the refuse skips a the SpaceBase. They'rejettisoning an awful lot of useful Suff.

‘They are? Seamus and Adak chorused together.

‘Thanks, Simon," Sean said, clapping the older man gratefully on the shoulder. 'Well take any salvage
you can hoist.’

‘Fgured.

‘Now," and Sean's expression atered from amusement to anxiety, 'let's see where we can stash this
bunch of pilgrimg!’ For there were more robed figures huddling in the miserable knot of the disembarked
passengers. Clodagh was il in the Kilcoole cave with the first bunch of Rock Lovers or whatever
the'religious seekers caled themsalves,

Shannonmouth agreed to shelter the seven who were looking for their families. Nine of the religious
had rock and stone names and demanded to be taken to Brothers Shale and Granite. So Sean took them
back to Kilcoole to commune with their brothers and siters. Three more hunters and another drug
company representative made up this passenger complement. They, too, had to come back to Kilcoole
though Sean didn't know where held be able to stash them. Now, if Simon should be successful in
aborting the trangport's return to the Intergal Station, maybe thiswould be the penultimate group he'd
have to worry about. And with winter closing in, held have to sort the whole kaboodle redl fast. Trying to
spread the burden of extranumbers on the aready stretched economy at least kept hismind off Y ana.
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Gal-3
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The 'unseen ey€, aka Charas Parclete, who had been instructed to keep aclose one on Yanahad
followed the target subject and her escort through the maze and down to the cargo bay area. Sinceit was
obvious that the two women were in the company of amore than capable-appearing mae - and
someone the 'eye’ had better get some gen on if he wasto be much in their company - the 'unseen’
remained covert. Infact, the target subject and her companions were out of sSight agood dedl of thetime
as Charas had to remain unseen. Suddenly there was a bit of confusion ahead and when the covert
watcher moved to abetter viewing position, awhiff of the gas wafted across her face. Gagging and trying
not to bresthe while il attempting to clear her lungs gave the watcher abit of trouble - especidly asthe
mayday reached the mastoid implant which was linked to Marmion's darm pad just when the gas
effected avery short period of unconsciousness. Struggling to regain full use of her senses, Charas
staggered unseen around the crates and cartons and saw only one body on the ground. Pressing the
emergency sgna for help, she dashed to the body.

‘Fat lot of help you were as escort,’ and Charas resisted the temptation to kick the unconscious man
for hisderdliction of duty. There were other more pressing matters - like following the faint whiff of gas
through the maze of ingtdlations and cargo bays. Thiswas adown timein the cargo bay when al but the
most urgent jobs were suspended. Some ship was being loaded on the far side of the dock but it might as
well have been on another planet asfar as crowd protection went. The time had been well chosen. And
the abductors had aso had access to the intermural passages which separated cargo areas. Alternately
sniffing for thetrail of gasand choking on the resdue, the eye continued until therewasno smedll at dl,
backtracked to where vestigia traces remained, used the specia key to open the panel and stepped out
into aworkshop area. empty, of course. Pausing long enough to key in the new position to Commander
an Hon's security board, Charas proceeded into the chamber. Thetrail of gas could be followed to the
arlock. Then quit.

‘I must have been out longer than | thought,' the operative murmured, keying into the security board in
Commander an Hon's office. 'Charas here. There's an unconscious man at Sector 45-Z-2, Cargo 30,
and Marmion de Revers Algemeine and her guest, Colond Maddock-Shongili appear to have been
kidnapped.’

“What did you say?

Charas sighed and repeated the message.

‘Areyou sure? Thistimeit was the Commander himself asking.

‘Yes. Stop dl out-going vessals’

‘No implant messages?

‘Only the mayday,' Charas said grimly.

‘We're ingtigating stop-and-search procedures.’

‘Good. First check what was logged in at Bay 30-47N.

There was abrief pause. 'A damaged pleasure yacht to be repaired, with aholethe size of a
shuttle..." Some rather inventive cursing followed. 'And a shuttle is registered as pulling out of that
sector.’

‘Have the corvette pick me up here’

‘Sinceit'sonly ashuttle, can do,’ said the Commander.
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* And send someone to collect that idiot who was escorting them.” Charas gave the location again. 'l
want atape of the rescue. First impressions are invaluable. He may know something he doesn't know
that we can use’

Charaswaited impatiently for the gppearance of the corvette which docked using the airlock through
which the abductors had taken their victims. There was only the faintest whiff of gas|eft.

The security corvette was fast. Surprisingly enough, the escaping shuttle was dmost faster.

‘| don't believe these speeds,’ the corvette captain said. 'Everyone on board must be out!”

‘Some of 'em are,' said Charas grimly, aware of her own ‘working' dishevelment in the presence of
the naval neat-and-proper corvette crew. But her diminutive size dlowed her to dress as agtation urchin,
which, inturn, alowed her to move about with more freedom than an adult could. Especidly with the
security bracelet in place that gave her access where even adult bodies would not fit.

In terms of manoeuvrability, the shuttle was nearly as agile in Space asthe corvette and led them a
chase through the storage pensthat circled Gal-3 at a distance: anything from recyclable debristo cold
storage. Like threading a needle through a haystack, Charas thought, having strapped hersdlf into the
chair.

‘“Well get the buggers now,' the corvette captain said as the shuttle cleared the last of the obstacles.

He signdlled the hedmsman for more thrust and the corvette steadily gained on the shuttle. 'Must have
souped-up enginesto do this. Halt and prepare to be boarded!' he announced over the comlink.

The corvette was matching speed and position, edging closer and closer when the shuttle exploded.
The corvette was skewed sideways, any crew member not strapped down to something bounced about
likeawad of plastic. The corvette had taken a broadside and would limp back on navigationa thrusters
alone. But the worst part of it - or maybe it was the best part of it - the implant in Charas mastoid bone
had not rung the death knell of the person she thought she was about to retrieve from the kidnappers.

‘That shuttle was adecoy, Commander an Hon told Charas when she got to his office.

* And stop-and-search has produced nothing? she asked, dumping in the chair an Hon had gestured
for her to take. She was very weary and the effects of the gas, despite amargina inhalation, could still be
fdt.

‘Not yet, but there were damned near thirty shipsleaving Gal-Three at within the target hour. Y ou're
sure Marmion de Revers Algemeneis il dive?

‘Y es,' and she touched the mastoid bone. "What about that faller?

“Hmmm, yes,' the Commander said. 'Macchiavelli Senda-Archer-Klausevitch...’

‘Say what?

There was atwitch of asmile on hislips when an Hon repeated the name. 'Recently appointed as
CEO of aRothschild's subsidiary based here on Gd-Three. Pharmaceuticals, mainly, but with broad
powers. I've sent for background gen... an in-depth study, more than was initially received when he was
assigned to the Gal-Three offices. But, let me just play back that rescue tape.’

That made Charas it up and she rearranged her weary body in the conform chair. Such tapes were
generaly used to affirm trestment on emergency calls, more to protect the Samaritan than the victim, but
were hel pful in establishing little details when victims would not be as compos mentis asthey would like.

Charas watched and then, smiling ever so dightly, turned to an Hon who was blandly anticipating her
reections.

‘Oddly enough | don't believe he was as thoroughly gassed as he appeared.’

She knew exactly how one felt coming out of that sort of encounter. The tape showed the rescue
team advancing on the body, went through the whole routine of administering oxygen to counteract the
effects. The too handsome man went through the gagging, the digointed motionsand lingud distortions
the gas caused. The med-team administered a hypospray to reduce the nausea. But something about his
behaviour suggested to Charasthat it was a performance.

‘And the lungs?



‘They showed only aminute resdue of gas- not afull measure. Certainly not one that would have
rendered him unconscious so long. He aso had the ransom note!’

‘Well, what about that?

‘Y es, what about it?

‘| think wewatch this... what's his name again? Never mind. Hell be Mac in my books." And she
didn't give Mac the respect the name so often deserved.

‘Indeed we will. Heré'sthe note.’ And the

Commander passed over the dip asgingerly asif he expected it to explodein hisface.

Aboard the pirate ship

When the voice contact with her beloved Sean had been summarily curtailed by Megenda, Y anawas
closeto lashing out indiscriminately with her fists at the big first mate and the monstrous hologram of
Captain Louchard. Either would have been afoolish waste of time and asit was, another paroxysm of
coughing racked her.

‘Haul the female to Doctor Mendel sky. She can't be dying on us. Or we lose our leverage with the
planet,” Louchard had growled.

Doubled-up as shewas, Y anawas bundled out of the cabin and, after avery short distance down the
corridor (which confirmed her notion that they'd been deliberately toured every deck of the vessdl to
confuse them), she was pushed into a considerably larger accommodation. Not that spacious but it had
bunks along three sides, anarrow table in the centre with benches under it, and two narrow doors that
shewould later discover led to the sanitary facilities: the shower behind one door and the 'head’ behind
the other. She half-staggered, half-crawled to the nearest bunk and lay down upon it, coughing, gasping,
hacking and wondering if shed have anything left of normal throet lining.

Shewas only margindly aware that the pandl whooshed open and shut again. Then acool hand
soothed her forehead and someone was urging her to sit up long enough to'drink this.

The beverage was cold, tart and soothing and she managed to till the cough reflex long enough to
take agood swallow.

‘Cookie let me rummagein her storesfor the ingredients,” said the rich voice of the astronomer,
Namid Mendelsky. ‘It'swhat | think wasin my grandmother'srecipe, plusalittle of the codeine’

Shewas panting from the effort of drinking the other liquid sheld been given and trying to suppressthe
cough long enough to keep from choking on the drink. She took the mug with the cough syrup from
Mendelsky and sipped dowly. Theliquid seemed to be coating her throat. It didn't taste bad either
athough therewas abiteto it.

‘It might sting going down,” Namid said anxioudly, 'because pepper isone of theingredients’

‘Oh." Yanakept sipping. She didn't careif it contained pepper or eye of newt, toe of frog, so long as
it stopped her coughing. She got into a more comfortable position, propped against one end of the bunk
athough she had to crouch or bang her head on the bottom of the upper bunk. 'l think it's hel ping. Thank
you. You're very condderate and kind.’

‘I'm neither of those but | told Dinah | wouldn't co-operate any further if she didn't let me help you.'
Namid perched tentatively on the edge of the table and looked around, sighing deeply.

‘What's the matter? Y ana said because there was a quality in his exhalation that sounded'sad’ as well
asresigned.

He grimaced, shrugged and held out one hand in a helpless gesture. ‘Nothing new, hesaidina
resigned tone. 'In fact, and he continued to look around,’ thisis dightly better than my previous quarters.’

‘Oh? Yanasaid encouragingly. He didn't ook at dl the sort of person to associate with privateers,
even one as patently sensud and domineering as Dinah O'Neill.

‘1 was married to Dinah O'Neill." Another sigh, one expressing the folly of such aunion. 'She doesn't
take the divorce serioudy.’

‘In short, you're now permanently on board this ship?



Ashefolded hisarms across his chest, he had adight twinkle in hiseye and arueful smile on hisface.
'We met under considerably different circumstances. It was awhirlwind romance. I'd never met anyone
quite like her before. I'd just returned from atwo-year stint studying two new variablesand...' He
shrugged.

‘Any female would have seemed delightful ? Y ana couldn't help twitting him and then went back to
spping hisbrew.

‘Exactly. And, to give the devil her due, she was everything I'd ever dreamed of. We had aglorious
sx months, athough her businesstook her away periodicaly.’

‘Then you discovered what her business was?

‘Quite by chance. Of course, | filed for divorce immediately as my professiond reputation would have
been serioudy flawed if it became known I'd had any associationswith sucha...’

‘Unsavoury occupation?

‘Exactly. I'd received officia notice of the termination - and so did she. Only, | failed to recognize
how she might take such astep. And the next thing | knew, | was aboard this ship and herel've
remained. | must say, Since you seem to be incarcerated too, that it's marvellousto have intelligent
company again.’

They both heard the noisesin the corridor outside and the panel whooshed open. First Bunny was
propdled insde, Marmion following in amore dignified entrance, while Diego's limp body was launched
from the doorway onto the bunk opposite Y ana, his head connecting hard with the wall. The pandl
closed with a sngp and Bunny, crying out in protest, went to Diego.

“Yana? Areyou dl right? Marmion said, going around the table so she would not have to touch
Mende sky.

‘I'm much better for Namid's brew,’ Yana said, trying to convey to Marmion that the astronomer
deserved her pity, not her censure. 'But what have those bastards done to poor Diego?

‘One of the men bringing us here goosed Bunny,' Marmion said angrily. 'She hit him, too, but that first
mate just clobbered Diego as alesson.' She was o furious she was shaking and, with alook that could
have pierced stedl, she glared at Namid. 'Are we to be spied upon every moment we're together in
addition to the other indignities?

‘Come off it, Marmie,' Y ana said, 'he's as much a prisoner aswe are.’

‘ Are you being ransomed, too? Marmion asked, her manner towards the tall astronomer instantly
more amenable.

‘There's no-one to pay one for me," he said and his statement was not abid for pity. 'l forgot to block
Dinah's access to my credit account.’

‘How's Diego? Y ana asked Bunny who had pushed the boy's body into a more comfortable
position.

‘Hell come round. Any water? she asked, looking about her.

Y ana pointed to the narrow doors. '‘Behind one of them?

Bunny investigated, found atowe, wet it from the spigot above aminiature hand basin and returned
to mop Diego's brow.

“Y ou know," Mende sky began, 'I've never figured out why Dinah bothered to go through aformal
marriage ceremony. | mean, she could have contracted a short-term arrangement. Or none at al. But she
went to such lengthsto get me to marry her.’

‘Redlly? Marmion said in some surprise. 'She doesn't seem the marrying type.’

‘That'swhat | thought, but we got married. Not that | minded...’

“Y ou're an astronomer? Marmion said, eyeing him more kindly than she had before. When he
nodded, she went on, 'Did she ever get you to talk about your specidity?

A flush spread across Namid's sallow face and his expression became decidedly chagrined.

‘Congtantly. | was, as you can well imagine, quite flattered. Why?



‘What area of astronomy?

‘“What do you mean?

‘Types of star systems, planets...’

‘Planets, yes. She was fascinated about the formation of planets. Marmion, Yanaand Bunny
exchanged glances. 'And she seemed redlly interested,’ he added, confused.

‘Perhaps sentient planets? Marmion asked.

He laughed then. 'Redlly, Madame Algemeine, sentiencein aball of matter thrown out by a cooling
primary? Come now, | know you're an intelligent woman.’

‘And intelligent enough to recognize sentience when | see, fed and heear it.’

Namid leaned towards her, hisincisive green eyes capturing her gaze as he transferred hisarms from
his chest to atight hold on the table edge. Y ana could amost see his thought processes trying to catch up
with the sincerity of Marmion'stone.

‘You'rein earnest, aren't you?

‘Deadly earnest,” Marmion said in an edged voice.

‘ And you were abducted because of a..." he paused, still dubious, ‘a sentient planet?

‘ Surely Dinah has made mention of Petaybeein your presence?

‘The name has come up frequently of late," he began, frowning. Then he made alittle warning gesture
of hisfingers and looked meaningfully at the corners of the room, apprising them that the room was
probably bugged, which Y ana had dready guessed. 'But | did not redlize it was the name of aplanet.’

‘Itis,' Yanasad. 'Planet Terraform B, or Powers That Be or Pee-tay-bee.’

‘| see." He paused another beat, shook his head. 'No, | don't see.’ He placed hisfingers on his
forehead asif the contact would stimulate understanding.

‘Frankly, nor do1,' Yanasaid, beginning to fed asif her throat might withstand the effort of
conversation. She hadn't had so much as atickle during the last few minutes. "'The ransom for me seems
to be Petaybee." Marmion and Bunny gasped, Namid looked confused. 'l think your... erstwhile
colleagues, Namid, have made abad tactical error in suggesting...' and Y ana paused significantly as she
stressed the word,' that Petaybee has untold riches which it has refused to divulge to Intergdl. In fact,
Namid, an Earth-type planet of its girth and density has only minima minera resources which would
prove...’

‘Have proved...' Bunny said in aflat angry voice.

‘Impossible to produce due to the intemperate weather conditions on the planet's surface. It does
have, and on thisbasis, we may yet be able to come to some arrangement with one, and only one, drug
company, to harvest the renewable vduable plantsfor ther purity and qudity. But such an enterprise
would not be a snatch-and-strip process: rather one that will accrue profit dowly and only when the
planet has paid back to Intergal the expenses the company has aready incurred in the Terraforming and
maintenance. What Petaybee hasisintangible wedlth, not readily saleable vauables’

‘And the planet is... somehow... contralling its future? Namid asked, still struggling to believethe
initid concept.

‘The planet controlsits surface rather well," Marmion said with awide grin for Namid. ‘It counteracts
the use of explosives by making volcanoesjust where minerswish to dig. It rescindsthe use of aflat
surface for spacecraft by extruding aziggurat that coversthe exact centre of the landing field and
unsettles dl the peripherd buildings. It either melts prematurely or conjures up diabolica wesather patterns
to preserve what resources it has. A formidable opponent, and adesirable friend.’

‘I'velived there dl my life,; Bunny added, ‘and lifeis good on Petaybee.’

‘But not to everyone'staste,' Y anaadded drally. 'Still, the air's pure and unpolluted, the soil isrich
enough to produce food cropsin their season - and marvellous herbs and plants which are made into the
mogt efficacious potions and syrups. And whileit'sahard life, it'sagood oneif you accept the planet on
itsterms. It'swilling to accept you on the same grounds.”



‘Theonly planet in the galaxy to require an entrance exam from inhabitants, Marmion said, giggling as
much at the expression of tota dishbelief on Namid'slong face asat her choice of expression.

Diego began to groan and twist on the narrow bunk and Bunny ingtantly was al atention.

13
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Sean found that heliteraly couldn't stand to livein his own skin, he was so distraught about the
kidnapping. 'Una, | haveto get out," he said. 'If there's any news, any change at al, send Marduk for me.
Hell be ableto find me. I'm going to theriver.’

‘Send Mar - Sean! What if theré's another ransom..." Her voicetrailed behind him.

He knew she was right. He should stick around the office in case there were new developments; in
case Yanaor Marmion's people made contact again. But the last week or two had been just the sort of
thing that wore him down until thisfina shock made hishead red. He was used to working outdoors,
working with animals, swvimming the long watery corridors of the planet and drawing strength and calm
from the water. All these papers and off-world people, trying to figure out what wasfair, what wasright,
wherethey fit in, where to be liberal and responsive to their needs and where to draw the line. He had
every confidence in himsdlf that he was agood man. He just wasn't that particular kind of good man.
And now, with the possibility that Y ana might not return, that what he did or said, or could or could not
do would mean life or degth to her, to Bunny and Diego, to Marmion who had been so kind, to the future
he and Y ana had looked forward to - he had to get away, had to think, had to |et the water flow over
him. Hefdt asif hisater form wasawhae or adolphin rather than ased, that, like them, he would itch
himsdlf right out of hisskinif hedidn't get it wet and changed soon.

He barely managed to reach the cover of the woods before shucking off his clothing and diving into
the river waters. The rippling, bubbling, soothing, dithery soaking poured over his head as he changed
utterly, man into sedl, twenty feet down in the deeps of theriver.

Usually he made his changes at the hotspring or farther from home, because his transformation had
been asecret from all but his closest friends and family in the past. But afew times he had needed to
swim thisriver and had done so. Eventudly, likedl rivers, it dumped into the sea. And like most
Petaybean rivers, it received transfusions from various hotsprings along its route, making it warm. He
swam furioudly out towards the sea, and then furioudy back again, because he didn't want to betoo far in
case Y ananeeded him. But the mere sight of land made him fedl wild with grief and anxiety and he dived,
deeper and deeper.

The reasonable man in him told his sedl-sdlf to be careful, not to go too far, not to become injured or
trapped, because then he wouldn't be able to help Y anaif needed, but his seal-self swam recklesdy and
restlessy - and began noticing things about the riverbanks and bed it hadn't noticed before.

Petaybee's recent seismic activity had changed the channd of theriver dightly and had changed the
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feeder springs - several underwater grottos now opened beneath the banks, and as Sean dived, he saw
that they tunndlled deeply under the riverbanks. He swam into one of them, taking itstwists and turns until
he found he was no longer swvimming, but pulling himself out of awellspring, up onto the floor of another
of Petaybee's subterranean corridors. Once on land again, he resumed his man shape, the river water
sreaming from hisskin.

The swim had not helped as much as he hoped. Now to his other anxieties was added the fact that he
longed to stay here, safe from intrusion, safe from having to decide everything for everyone, and yet, he
had to leave soon in case he was needed. Even Marduk couldn't find him here,

But he needed to be here, within the planet, at one with it. It had aways been his greatest ingpiration
and his greatest comfort - when his parents died, when Acifawas lost, and when, at first, he wondered if
Y anawould accept him, his home had aways been his solace and greatest support.

‘What am | going to do? he asked the cave walls. | suppose people have aways had to ask that at
some point or the other. Do | betray my home by letting otherstake it from me? Or do | betray my family
by endangering them? | can't find it in meto do ether, evenif | knew how. What are we going to do? He
tasted sdlt in the water running from his hair and knew that it wasn't river water, even asit flowed back
into the stream. 'l need help.’

“Help!" the echo screamed back at him. 'Help?’

It sounded like another person entirely, not an echo of himsdlf - the echo at the wedding had used the
sametondlity. In spite of hispain, he sat up straighter and looked and listened. Then he said doud, That's
right. We need help. Yana's been taken by more people who want to tear you to pieces. Yana needs
hdp.’

'Help Yana! Help Yana! HELP YANA! YANA!

YANA,' f Her name echoed around the cave until Sean was about to jump into the water to escapeit.
Then suddenly the echo changed again to 'HELP! Help us!" and suddenly the dight phosphorescence
that was dwaysin these places organized itsdlf into astraight line and grew and grew.

For amoment, Sean just stared. The purposeful echo, the purposeful line of the phosphorescence,
neither of these had ever been manifested by Petaybee before. But after all, Petaybee was ayoung
planet, till discovering its own abilities, and it had recently been exposed to new stimuli. Its responses
were becoming more and more interesting.

He followed the phosphorescent track, trying to keep up with it, until he was back in theriver and
found himself in the midst of avast school offish - every kind of fish - all swimming with purpose and
determination in asingle direction.

Aboard the pirate ship

Y anawas fast adeep in her bunk when she was awakened by the sensation of warmth and vibration
at the base of her throat. It emanated from the little bag of dirt around her neck asif it held sometiny
anima instead of merely dirt. She clutched it, comforted, and as she did so a picture sprang into her mind
of Sean, cdlling for her, so that her own namerang in her mind as clearly asif someonein the sameroom
was speaking to her. The voice sounded so anguished that she wished she could offer some comfort but
before she could form any sort of reply shefelt the tickle that prefaced a coughing fit.

She clutched harder at her talismanic morsdl, as Petaybee and Sean continued calling her, avoicein
her mind yelling her name. The cats talked to other cats and Clodagh, the dogs to their humans, and
everyone talked to the planet. Why shouldn't the mighty voice of a planet be ableto call acrossthe
cosmosif it set itsmind to it? Interesting thought, one that tumbled around and around as the image of
Sean and the tickle evaporated, while the voice faded.

She lay awakefor along time, fondling the bag, wondering if she had just dreamt the warmth and the
powerful mind-echo. Because it was tremendoudy reassuring to think, even for amoment, that Petaybee
was somehow on her psychic wavelength, she wanted it to be true. Usualy when she dreamt someone
was yelling her name, they were and it was the captain or the drill sergeant or the corps commander. This
time she was done in the bowel s of wherever they were, and the only sound was the restless deep of her



fellow prisoners.

Then they were dl abruptly roused as the door of their prison burst open to befilled at once with a
brawny crewman, the ever-ominous Megenda, and Dinah O'Neill, who seemed to be using dl of the
srength in her petite frame to restrain Megenda. Megenda clanged something hard againgt the meta of
the door-frame: alaser pistol. 'Get off your butts, you lazy |ot of worthless harlots.’

Part of Y anathought, Uh-huh, | wasright. He does fancy himself asan old-style pirate. Who used the
word 'harlot' any more, really?

But he looked very fierceindeed, and Dinah O'Neill gppeared to be dl that sood between them and
hiswrath. When the other deeperswoke, looking about them in dismay and disorientation, he planted
fistsat the ammo belt dung around his hips and glared at them.

‘Megenda, stop! Not yet! We have to give them achance,’ Dinah O'Nelll cried, tugging at him.

‘Quiet, woman. | say we start sending them home in pieces now.’

Y ana cocked an eyebrow at Dinah, asif Megenda needed an interpreter. 'What's he on about?

‘Please, please don't antagonize him any more. The Captain reprimanded him and Megenda's
extremely sengitive. And it was so unfair. Cam down, Megendal Everyone knowsit isn't your fault. It
isn't anybody's fault but that of those cdlous and uncaring peoplein your company, Madame Algemeine,
and on your planet, Colonel Maddock. | admit, I'm as surprised as anyone. | thought with al of Madame
Algemeine's credits and you newly wedded to your planet's co-administrator, Colond, that surely
everyone would have been tripping over themsalvesto pay the ransom. | even sent alittle follow-up note,
just asareminder. But so far, we haven't even had the courtesy of areply, much less apayment. The
Captain is so annoyed there's no living on the same ship with him. Down, Megendal”’

‘I didn't know', Y anaheard herself remarking,’ that his species was capable of annoyance.’

Megenda siwung on her, hiseyes glinting malevolently and Dinah O'Nelll gave asmall squesk asshe
was dragged forward on hismassve arm.

‘Colond Maddock, please. Thisisno laughing matter,’ Dinah cried.

‘I know it isn't," Yanasaid quite soberly, 'but when the good Captain asked me to request the planet
for my ransom, he couldn't know that | have absolutely no control over the planet’

“Now, now, you're being much too modest. Weve been told that if you really want to, if you're realy
motivated, you and your new groom have the power to assign its minera and ore deposits

‘| can't assign anything for an entity | don't own, possess, dominate, order,' Y ana snapped back.
'Nobody even knows what there isto assign.' Megenda made a move towards her.

‘Megenda, just let metalk to these people, please,’ Dinah O'Nelll said. 'They're reasonable and they
don't want to be hurt. I know it's been months since you've seen real action but please be patient.’

Megenda glowered and loomed.

Dinah O'Neill continued. 'l hope you aren't making the mistake of underestimating our organization,
Colond. We have had agents on your planet before and we know very well that there are deposits of
vauable ores available. We dso have agood idea how you could obtain them. Nothing makes Megenda
more cross than having someonelieto him.’

Y anashook her head carefully, keeping the cough at bay. Now was not a good time to be rendered
inarticulate. 'If you mean Satok and those other sham shamen, they never were able to mine enough ore
to be able to buy their way off the planet, much less provide booty of the magnitude that would redly
interest Louchard. Of course, | don't think they had the time, nor the opportunity,’ and Y anawas very
sure of that since the demise of the fake shamen had been precipitoudy effected by the coo-berries, 'for
the planet evolved some unusud naturd defencesto their mining methods. Soundsto melike your captain
isjust trying to recoup abad investment since he'slost their services asillega miners. Even the Company
had to see that it's no use trying to mine Petaybee for something it's not willing to give up.’

‘Let go of me, woman," Megenda said, trying to shake off Dinah'stiny beringed hand. 'She's usaless.
Might as well make her wak the plank.’

‘We don't have planks any more, Megenda.’



‘Y ah, but spaceisalot bigger than any puny puddle. We could put her in asuit so shed have hours
to float around and think about what she could have done to make the Cap'n happy.’

Y anas arguments had obvioudy gone over Megenda's head but his attitude only reinforced her fedling
that he wasn't the only one who didn't understand the nature of the entity he was dedling with. If even the
Company, who devel oped Petaybee, had been unable to grasp the Situation without agreat deal of
persuasion, Louchard was no doubt as confused as everyone ese on what could, or could not, be
extorted from awhole sentient planet.

‘Belay that, Megenda,' Dinah said with alittle dap which didn't seem to affect the large muscle of
Megenda'sforearm at dl. "Y ou and the Colone are both being irrationd .’

‘Irrationa? Lady, I'm not sureif I'm going to live through this. I'm not sureif any of usare. I'm sick.
And | hegtate to mention thisin the presence of your "sengtive” first mate for fear of giving him sadistic
ideas, but I'm a so pregnant. Everyone on Petaybee was worried about |etting me go on thismission to
begin with because my kid, like these kids, isbonded with the planet. It needs, through me, the same
thingswe're al lacking here: fresh air, redl food, not the plascene cubes you have here. I'd've thought a
pirate of Louchard's calibre and resourcefulness would have areplicator that can produce proper "food"
instead of dl that pulverized dust!" Y anawas well and truly launched and, though she knew she shouldn't
take such astrong line, she was fed up. There was no way she could do anything and the sooner
Louchard redlized that, the better. Maybe not the better for her, but any resolution was more acceptable
than this confinement. 'l want proper medls, | want exercisefacilities, | want...’

‘Will you listen to the lady officer and her list of demands? sneered Megenda, his expression vicious
as he took another step into the room, and drew one hand back, ready to pound it into Y anas
midsection.

Yanadid not so much asbat an eyelid as she shifted to the side to take the blow with her braced
forearms, a the same time balancing herself- somewhat wobhily - to deliver akarate kick. She firmly
intended to ded her own blow to the big man where it would do him the most harm, even if her
weakness caused her to fal on her ass afterwards. She was not about to let him kill her baby without a
fight.

Neither was Marmion, who stepped determinedly between her and Megenda'sfist. Y anarelaxed, but
remained watchful.

‘“Touch any of them and you won't even get what | had aready decided to giveyou,’ Marmiesaidina
slky voicethat carried both promise and threat.

Dinah swatted at Megendasfist and he lowered it as she said, with just atouch moreirritation and
cadculaion in her own voice now, ‘But Madame Algemeine, your people haven't responded to the
ransom demands ether.’

Marmion shrugged. 'Nor will they,’ she said with asmilethat was just theright Side of smugness. 'Y ou
can't imaginethat | would leave my organization vulnerableto this son of thing, can you? A wave of her
elegant hand dismissed the ship, the pirates and her Situation. '"My people have ordersto ignore
extortions...’

‘ Even when we start returning you to them apiece at atime? asked Megendawith aleer.

Dinah O'Nelll's voice was casud and professond as shereplied. 'Naturaly, | have counselled
Captain Louchard that you should be returned undamaged, but he's getting alittle put out by the delays.’

‘Gee, that'stough,’ Bunny said.

Thistime, before Dinah could move, Megenda lashed out and knocked Bunny flat with a backhanded
blow that spun her back againgt the bunk-frame. Roaring, Diego lunged at Megenda but Namid and
Marmion caught him because the brawny crewman had hislaser pistol aimed right at the boy's forehead.

‘My, the natives are restless,’ Dinah said, with asigh. 'I'm sorry but | can't restrain them...’

‘That's nonsense, Dinah, and you know it," Namid said, asif the words had been forced out of him.
'What's the matter with you? Have you finally gotten so greedy you'velost your own survival ingtinct?

Y ou know damn good and well those men don't go to the head without your agpproval so stop this stupid



game and tdll them to quit beating innocent childrenor I'll - T'I’

“You'll what, Namid? she asked coldly. 'Leave me? A hollow threat, darling.’

‘Thisisn't about us- it's about what you cal busness’ Namid said, still struggling to hold Diego back.
"Y ou used to pride yourself that you'd listen to reasonable arguments.”

‘And? Dinah's expression dared him to present one.

‘1 could havetold you that peoplein Marmion'slevel of society have trictly adhered to an enforced
no-ransom policy. Or don't you remember the case of the Amber Unicorn? Of those who were held for
ransom, two died under torture begging their organizations to break through the restrictions put on them,
to cut the red tape to save them, but the organi zations were absol utely prohibited by law which tied up dl
the assetsin legdities so that they couldn't be liquidated. The families pleaded and offered al sorts of
persona assurances, but in the end the two captives died and no ransom was ever paid. The others
suicided, apparently also by pre-arrangement. | suspect Marmion is prepared to take smilar. ..
measures. .. to ensure that her capture or death will profit no-one." When Namid looked in her direction,
Marmion nodded, afaint proud smile on her lips.

‘Therésno way at dl that any fundswill be released before | am,” Marmion agreed. 'However, | am
prepared to offer - let uscal it "passage money" - for asafe return, and I'm quite willing to make the
"fare’ asubgtantia amount...' and she gracefully gestured to include everyone in the cabin, Namid too,
'but thereis no way that my people will liquidate holdings on my signature,’ - and she drawled the next
few phrasesin the most resolute of soft voices Y ana had ever heard this formidable woman use - ‘even if
| had to hold the styluswith my teeth to sign.’

‘Damn that Fiske!' Dinah said in thefirst unrehearsed and spontaneous utterance Y ana had heard
from her so far. Somehow or other, Y anawas not totally surprised to learn that Torkel wasinvolvedin
thisfiasco. 'He said thiswasasure thing.’

‘And | thought you were cynica enough to redlize theré's no such commodity asasurething. Namid
regarded her sardonically. "Y ou didn't do enough homework on this batch of victims, Dinah. Maybeit's
timeyou gaveit up if you're getting careless’

‘Well, | certainly wish you'd have told me al this sooner before | wasted so much time. That'sit, isn't
it? she asked with awounded expression, scanning the faces of her captives and her ex-husband. 'Y ou
were staling for time! Oh, redlly! Just because you're in legitimate businessinstead of amargindized one
like us, you think our timeisnot as vauable asyours. | knew | should have stuck with cargo and not
branched out into passengersbut... But there is gold on that wretched ice-world,' sheinsisted, her fists
clenching at her sdes. "There are gemsiones, this is germaniun, gengesite. ..’

‘Insmdl quantities,' Yanasaid. 'Just what sort of deposits were you shown? she added, wonderingly.

Dinah O'Neill said nothing but kept eye contact with Y ana, asif hoping to penetrate to the truth.

‘Have you ever been on the surface of Petaybee? Y ana asked.

A flicker inthe privateer's eyes and adight smileindicated that she had.

‘In the winter or what passes for summer there? Y anasaid, keeping up the pressure.

‘Both.’

‘And just what did you report to Captain Louchard that has made him so determined to strip that
poor world?

For just asecond O'Nell's eyesflickered again, doubtfully thistime.

‘I'm sure you've heard this one before,' Y ana began, taking a deep bresath, 'but if you let us go, we
will not press charges..." and she glanced at Marmion who nodded. Dinah's expression was
contemptuous, Megenda's the epitome of cynica amusement. 'l redly do think you've been mided.
Something Satok wasgood &t...’

‘He was Petaybean and he knew ..."

‘He knew doodly,' Bunny said, till nursing her face with one hand while blood from the cut that
Megendas finger ring had made on her cheek trickled through her fingers. 'He hasn't been on the planet
since he sgned on to the Company and he got discharged from that right smart. He wasn't even very



useful when he was growing up. He just talked big.’

Dinah smiled as she turned her eyes on Bunny, asort of half-congratulatory smile that Bunny was
spunky enough to contradict her.

“You tdl that Captain of yours that he won't get anywhere threatening Y ana or Sean, or me or Diego
here,' Bunny went onin alevel voice. 'He wants to make a deal involving Petaybee, he comesto
Petaybee and talks it over with the planet.’

‘Taksit over with the planet? Namid's astonishment was compl ete and, open-mouthed, he looked
from Bunny to Dinah and back again to Bunny.

Dinah gave her apitying look. Tak to the planet?

‘Go seeyour relaives Namid said, startling everyone, including Dinah. 'They'd be more trustworthy
than that Satok fellow. Well, you awaystold me that some of your relatives, way back, were exiled to
Petaybee.’

‘That was the rumour | was raised with. Which, | might add, | checked out on the company
computer,’ Dinah said, then shrugged. 'I'm not at al surel'd trust their records. Or anything about the
planet.’

‘ONell? There are O'Nellls a TananaBay, Bunny said, regarding Dinah with akeener interest.

So swiftly did Dinah O'Neill withdraw then that the heavy door-pand had whooshed shut before they
redized her intention. Megenda and the crewman had followed smoothly, however, and the captives
wereleft done.

‘Now, you've doneit,’ Diego said accusingly to Bunny. 'We had her...’

‘1 think Bunny may well have doneit,” Marmion said quietly and respectfully.

‘It'll take time for Dinah to absorb the fact of her error,’ Namid said thoughtfully. 'But she's extremely
intelligent and very flexible. Sheld have to beto survive so long in this business. She'susualy ableto
influence Louchard...’

“You think shelll try to talk him into letting us go? Bunny asked wigtfully, her face crumpling into tears.
Forgetting hisflash of resentment, Diego cradled her in hisarms, stroking her hair and murmuring little
hispanic endearments.

Marmion dampened the one towd they had in the room and handed it to him to place over the cut on
her cheek. Perversely enough, thetickle returned to Y anas throat and she was unable to stop the reflex.
Shetried very hard but a spasm racked her again. Namid hastily poured a dose of the medicine for her
and she managed to stop hacking long enough to swallow it.

14

Petaybee

Contents - Prev/Next

Sean swam with the single-minded fish schools until they reached the lake, where thefish dl a once
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made asingle silver river into another of the underwater caves. Sean followed and when the water grew
too shalow, thefish turned back, but he wasin another dry grotto. As he was changing form, he saw the
phosphorescence once more organize into astraight line, thistime pointing inland. Once hisfeet were
under him again, hefollowed it. Though Sean had swum the waterways of Petaybee dl hislife, these
caves and passages were new to him, the most recent seismic activity. The line of luminescence led him
through passages towards the cries for help that were first only echoes like the one he had heard near
Kilcoole, but soon became the faint cries of redl voices.

When he turned a corner and saw the five hunters, he dmost laughed at the expressions of terrified
anger and frustration on their faces. One of them, de Peugh he thought, had developed a distinct twitch
and hishair had agreat deal more whitein it than Sean remembered aswell as atendency to stand
sraight up. Minkus was gibbering to himself and Ersol kept looking around the cave and up &t the
opening they had fallen through asif it was about to eat him. The wooden Petaybean wegpons Sinead
had substituted for their high-tech rifles were piled together in alittle heap that someone had tried to set
on fire for warmth, he supposed, all but the dagger Mooney clutched in hisfist as he pointed to Sean and
ydled.

“Y ou're another damned hdlucination! Go away! Nobody walks around bare-assed in thiswesather.’

‘We have nothing for you, honestly,” Minkus cried, cringing away. "We gave the rabbit de Peugh had
in his pocket to the cat. It would have eaten us otherwise. Please, please don't harm us!’

Sean glanced gpologeticaly down at his own now-human flesh. ‘Harm you? What with? | thought you
lads wanted help.’

‘Oh, we do, we do!" Minkus cried. 'Weve been down here days, weeks, months. It's been the most
horrible nightmare. Thewalls shift and melt and little lights come on and sometimes | seelittle volcanoes
exploding and then when | look again there's nothing...’

Sean shook his head. "Y ou can't have been down here more than afew hours. Wherere my sister
and the others?

‘They abandoned us to be eaten by wild beasts,' Minkus said.

‘Well, we do have a saying here on Petaybee that some days you eat the bear, some days the bear
eats you, but mostly it's not to be taken literdly. Shal we find away to get you out of here?

‘Well follow you back theway you came,” Mooney said.

Sean grinned. 'Not unless you can hold your bresth for avery long time. How'd you get down here?

‘Wefdl!" Ersol pointed to the hole, far above them. With the arrival of someone who was probably
able to extricate them from their captivity, hisdignity was restored. "We were lucky we weren't bloody
killed. We could sue...’

Sean laughed harder. 'Sue what? The planet? Y ou are, to dl legal intents and purposes, trespassing
on private property. Very private property.’

‘Private... vat... vat... vatapplied for hunting licences Minkus complained, hisvoice shrill with
hysteria

“Which were not yet granted, | must warn you. Nor would they have been. However, follow me.’

Sean had spotted the dotted line which Petaybee had illuminated to guide him and now struck out
through the remainder of the underground passage leading away from the [ake.

“Hey, man, how come you're not wearing anything? Ersol asked, staring at him.

‘I... er... was swimming when | heard you ydling for help,” Sean said.

‘“Why aren't you freezing? Minkus demanded. Clot-worthy was aso staring in disbelief at their
saviour.

‘Oh," and Sean shrugged, looking down himsdlf asif he might have changed shape since he last
looked, ‘adaptation to Petaybee. And it'snot al that cold down here, you know. Y ou wouldn't have
frozen to death by any manner or means.’

‘No, just died of starvation..." Mooney said, licking hislips.



‘Not that either,” Sean said, 'but I'm sure we can find you something to eat when we get where we're
going.

‘Where are we going?

All five had fdlen into asingle line behind him as he strode purposefully through the passage, thellittle
line of phosphorescence popping out just ahead of them. Petaybee was full of new tricks these days, he
thought with no small degree of wonder. New passages, new ways of communicating direction, and that
extremely idiosyncratic and erratic echo.

‘All I know right now isthat were getting out of here. Beyond that, your guessisasgood as mine,’
Sean sad.

'Now, guess, guess.'

‘Oh, frag, thereit isagain. That voice! Once it sounded like it was crying some woman's name.
Listen. What is it? Mooney demanded on a semi-hysterica note. He crouched down, brandishing his
dagger, his eyes showing whites al the way around like a spooked curly's.

Tetaybee,' Sean replied amiably, without breaking stride. The others rushed to keep up with him. He
really must discover how to bring clothing with him when he went selkying. Despite his disclaimer, the
temperature was not al that high in thetunnds.

‘Doesit do that often? Echo you?

‘It wasn't echoing me’

‘It wasn't? Ersol lost his pomposity again.

‘If it wasn't, Minkus said with the edge of fear in hisvoice, ‘who's speaking?

‘| told you - Petaybee.’

'Petaybee!’

‘Now, see here, Shongili, that was an echo.’

‘Wasit?

'Petaybee.’

‘Oh, my gawd!' Ersol said, hisvoice quavering badly. 'Lemme outta here!’

‘It can't be far now. The passage is getting narrower and doping up - we should be reaching the
surface soon, Sean said encouragingly.

And they did. Waking up an incline, they emerged from the sde of a hill into a cool snow-laden wind
that required al Sean's physica control to resst shivering.

“Hey, Shongili, | don't care what you say, your goosebumps just got goosebumps. Here," and Ersol
threw a sweater around his shoulders. "Y ou got some spare pantsin your pack, don't you, Clotworthy?
Mooney, break out apair of socks, at least.’

They paused long enough to put Sean into minima coverings and then continued down the dope.
They emerged onto alow ridge and aclump of wind-raked bushesto stare down at the lake, its edges
now frozen, on the other side of which Sinead had left them.

‘Hey, isn't that your sster? Ersol cried, pointing to figures on the verge.

Somehow 'your sSster' sounded like anasty epithet. Sean ignored the tone, knowing that Sinead could
be atrifle difficult at times and these men, particularly, needed the kind of lesson only she could teach on
Petaybee.

Sean put both hands to his mouth and uttered the ululating call they always used to cover long
distances. One figure responded, straightening up, and looking around.

‘SINEADY’

The sound of her name reverberated under her feet. Then apiercing distant whistle from the far sde
of the lakeindicated that Sinead had not only heard, but seen them.

‘Let'sgo.

‘lan't there anywhere we can go besides near her? Minkus asked plaintively.

Sean chuckled to himself as he led the way down the dope. Somehow this encounter had restored



him in away not even the swimming could. Or maybe it was a case of both. The planet hedling and then
revealing what it was he had to do: organize the influx and protect Petaybee as best he could.

Hewas reminded again of theinflux as, halfway back to Kilcoole, they met Clodagh leading the
white-robes like amother duck with her ducklings behind her. The white-robes broke formation,
however, and hurried forward to fuss.

“Y ou poor men, we heard your cries!’

“You couldn't've,” Mooney said. 'We weren't that loud.’

‘It wasawful,' Clotworthy said to Sister Agate. 'l can't stop shaking.’

‘It'sthe cold, poor dear.’

The hunters confided to the other off-worlders about the cat, the unicorn, and their injuries.

‘Poor Mr de Peugh,' Brother Shale fretted. 'Whatever iswrong with him?

Clodagh shrugged. 'Looksto melike helost an argument with Petaybee.’

‘The Beneficence? Brother Shae asked. The Beneficence did thisto these poor men?

‘Oh surdly not,' Brother Schist said nervoudy. That wouldn't be very... benevolent... would it?

‘Sin,' said Siter Igneous Rock firmly. "He sinned againgt the planet and it smote him.’

‘Now you just cut that out!" Clodagh said. The hunters weren't the only frustrated people that day .
'Petaybee hasn't invented snyet.’

Luzon's Headquarters

‘They did what? Dr Matthew Luzon said in avolume that blasted the eardrums of the party onthe
end of the comlink.

‘The PTS trangporter licence has been revoked and the vehicle impounded.’

‘That can't be donel' Why, Luzon thought, angrily stamping the cane he till had to useinto the thick
carpet, there weren't nearly enough people down on the planet's surface yet and he hadn't been ableto
infiltrate enough of his agentsto effect the sort of damage he had planned on creating. Makem hadn't
reported in since he landed, either, and so Luzon had no ideaiif the Asian Esoteric and Exotic Company
had reached the surface. They had been so eager to day the unicornsfor their horns, long believed to
have aphrodisiac and hedling powers, to acquire the whiskers of the orange cats, which they had been
told had smilar powers aswell as life-extending properties. He had also given them alist of thergpeutic
plants and lichens, which incidentally included al the vegetation so far catalogued on the planet's surface.
The way those fellows worked, aforest could be hewn, chopped into splinters and removed, quicker
than one of those disgusting felines could blink. The'renewable wedth' of Petaybee would be past history.

‘Perhaps, but it has been done. The remote device was removed from the cockpit and there's one of
those propulsion unit clamps that would blow the vessdl into trash if someone tried amanua take-off.
That shipisgrounded.’

‘But that's atotally prohibited perversion of basc commercid venturerights. All the proper forms
have been accepted by...’

‘They've just been dis-accepted, Luzon. The credit account has had its assets frozen and mail,
messages or credit transfers addressed to PTS are being returned to sender.’

Matthew Luzon, fuming and sputtering and sorely tempted to send the comunit across the room into
the mock-marblefireplace, wastrying to figure out how the carefully constructed and protected PTS
operation could have been discovered and blocked. Who? Unless that twit-brained Makem had been
corrupted down on the planet's surface? The noise of hisroom buzzer penetrated hisfury.

“YES? Even Luzon was astonished at the snarl in hisvoice and moderated histone. Y es?

‘Torke Fisketo seeyou,' said the sexy-voiced receptionist of this exclusive hedlth resort.

‘Ah, the very man.' Matthew's ire settled dmost asingtantly asit had flared. 'Enter. Enter. My dear
Captain Fiske, how good of you to spare sometimeto visit the convaescent.’

Fiske camein, suavely dressed and amiling, with atouch of smug satisfaction that was visbleto the
ghrewd eye of his observer. Matthew began to fed that his unexpected visitor was going to cheer him no



end and prolonged that pleasure until he had seen Fiske suitably supplied with the drink of his choice and
some of the enticing tidbits that the resort offered its distinguished clientele.

‘| came, Doctor Luzon, because | felt that you might not have heard the news,’ Fiske said, dtill smiling
unctuoudy. He took another sip, chose one of the little canapesto est.

‘| fear the medics have required meto suspend my usud activities until my injuries are completely
hedled,’ Luzon said, 'so I've not kept up with generd news. If anything is bad enough, someone dways
manages to inform the galaxy," and he smiled condescendingly over such afoible.

‘Then | wasright. Y ou haven't heard about the kidnapping.’

‘Kidnapping? And Luzon leaned towards his guest, his heart pounding in the suspense of waiting to
hear the names of the victims.

"Y es, kidnapping. And from Gal-Three where, as you may know, they have such atight security
system.' Fiske amiled a L uzon, asmile deprecating the machinations of asecurity system that failed to
secure.

‘Redly? How very darming.’

‘Y es, and everyoneis astounded. | mean, who would have thought that Marmion de Revers
Algemene had asngleenemy inthe gdaxy.’

‘Not her!" Luzon could scarcely contain his joy though he expressed a horror which caused Fisketo
grin more broadly.

‘And... you'lll never guess who was kidnapped along with her?

‘No, indeed | cannot, so do tell me." Luzon was al but bouncing about on the seat of hiseectronic
mohility device.

‘Colond Y anaba Maddock-Shongili...’

‘Not the doughty Colonel?

‘And...’

‘Oh, not more victims! How appalling!’

‘Buneka Rourke and young Diego Etheridge-Metaxostoo.’

Luzon raised hiseyes cellingward. Thereisjusticein the universe. Truly, thereis!' He bowed his
head. Then peered up at the grinning Fiske. "Who perpetrated this atrocity?

‘Theinfamous Captain Onidi Louchard!’

‘Oh! Famous... | mean, infamous. I've heard the pirate was clever but to breech Gal-Three Security,
I'm truly speechless. And?

‘And what?
‘Have the bodies been returned?
‘Y ou are bloodthirsty, Doctor,’ Fiske said, his glance tinged with censure. "'The ransom has been

‘On Algemeine? Luzon snorted with scorn. ‘It1l never be paid.’

‘“What do you mean? Fiske sat forward, concerned.

Luzon waved hishand at such folly. 'My dear Fiske, Marmion Algemeineis one of thetop financiers
in the known galaxy. She would adhere to the Code out of principle, unlike the cravens on the Amber
Unicorn.’

‘“What Code do you mean? Fiske repeated, now serioudy agitated.

‘“Why, the Anti-Extortion Code, of course. Surely you're aware that the redlly rich have the most
gringent laws againg the payment of ransoms? To prevent wholesae kidnappings and the payment of
vast sums of ransom monies? A wise move and no-one has tested the Code since the spectacular and
highly publicized failure of the Amber Unicorn ploy over ahundred years ago.’

‘Buit... but... Louchard issmart and ruthless. Hell figure away around it.’

‘Not if hewasfool enough to choose Marmion de Algemeine, hewont,' Luzon said, dismissing the
matter with asnort. 'Why, what's the matter?



For his handsome guest had turned quite pale under his space tan.

‘Then Maddock and those kidswill die too?

‘Of course. They'veno assets... unless...' and now Matthew rubbed the carved jade head of his
cane againg hislips. The coolness of jade was so soothing and helped him think. 'Unless Louchard can
figure out away to get concessions out of Petaybee.’ Immediately the words were out of his mouth,
Luzon cancelled that possibility - until he glanced at Fiske again. 'Don't tell me that was your master plan,
Fiske? he asked scornfully. "Tell me - what was Louchard like?

‘| never met Louchard,' Fiske said, hisexpression s, histone distracted, like that of aman, Luzon
recognized, who isthinking very fast about something ese entirely.

‘But didn't you mention to me the fact that Louchard wasinvolved in the smuggling of those miserable
quantities of ore that were extracted from the planet?

Actudly both men knew that Fiske had mentioned no such thing and Louchard'sinvolvement was
gpeculation. Still, that would account for the pirate being willing to kidnap that wretched trio in the hope
of being able to obtain concessions no-one e se had had from Shongili. Luzon would never believeit was
the planet: therefore the mind behind al his misfortunes on Petaybee had to be the very human one of the
man who stood to |ose most - Sean Shongili.

‘“He might just do something to protect that unborn bastard of his, at that,’ L uzon mused. 'Where are
you going, Fiske?'Y ou bring me such interesting news. But Luzon'swords did not pass the door that
Torke Fiske had dammed behind him.

It was a congderably more cheerful Luzon who began tapping out numbers on his comlink.

15

Aboard the pirate ship
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‘| don't mean to pry or open avery sore subject, Namid,” Marmion said when they had al rehashed,
parsed and argued over the latest visit from their captors, 'but have you any more relevant information
about your ex-wife that we might use to advantage?

Namid pointed to the corner of their room where he thought the listening device was planted. Then he
continued speaking in such ringing, dramatic tones that they understood he wanted every word to be
overheard by their unseen monitor, particularly if that monitor was the object of Marmion'senquiry. It
occurred to Marmion that perhaps since the man had been unable to communicate effectively directly
with Dinah, he was using the opportunity of talking about her more or less publicly to try to make an
impression on her instead.

‘They say," and he Sighed,’ that we never really know the people we love. When | first met Dinah, |
thought | had never been so close to anyone. Not only was she attractive, intelligent and interested in my
work, but she had agreat ded of drive, alot of passion that I'm afraid | misconstrued at thetime. Love
blinds us, or something like that. Wetalked for hours. | told her about my work and she was quite honest
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about her early years: the death of her parents when she was far too young to be aone; her first marriage
at Sxteen to aweslthy, ruthless man who left her an interest in certain enterprises - of which | suspect this
isone. Shewas quite frank about her other marriages, most of them for convenience and empire building,
until ours. I genuinely believeit was alove match on her sdeaswell, at least at fird.

* She s0 desperately wants connections, you know. Her family was among those scooped up by
Interga when they were buying up wars and other inconvenient impasses on Earth to popul ate their
experimental colony planets. Y our Petaybee was one of the early ones, of course. Since the "colonists'
were divided in theinterest of breaking up political factions, many families were split and settled in
different places. Dinah's great-great-grandfather came from along line of sea-faring people and had
worked with the paramilitaries. She seemsto believe he was some sort of great patriot, but he apparently
adapted well enough to spacing and became one of Intergal’s top cryptographers. At some point he
married afellow exile who had also chosen a Company career over colony life.

‘Dinah saysthat mogt of their progeny were prevented from advancing in the Company because of
Intergals nepotism, but | think she might be a bit prejudiced. Surely none of them became wedlthy and
when her parents died, Dinah had arough time supporting hersaf. She told me candidly that she used her
looks at firgt. Then, when she met the right people, her intelligence got her jobs as messenger,
despatching, and freelance computer hacker, which was what she was doing when she met her first
husband. Shelooks at her involvement as protecting her inheritance and investments, | believe. But | had
absolutely no idea she was connected with piratical acts until she brought me aboard.’

‘Didn't you know anything about her business? Marmion asked.

‘Oh, yes, | knew shewasinvolved in "shipping" as cargo-master' Diego interrupted him with a snort.
'Or should | say "purser”,” Namid added in a show of humour that made Marmion give him one of her
genuingy warm smiles. He had to pause but went on. That explained her absences and odd schedule.
Shewas so interested in my work: variables and what star systemswere likely to spin out ore-laden
planets and well, al the practical applications of astronomy. It al seemed so harmless, so natura.' He
hunched his shouldersin frustration. ‘And sheis, you must admit,” he now addressed the remark to
Diego, 'avery dtractive person.’

‘Hal’

‘And clever as she can Sare,’ Bunny said with dightly sour admiration. That nice guy,’ bad guy ploy
she and Megendawere pulling isso old it's got whiskerslonger than Uncle Seamus!’

‘Unfortunately, we end up fdling for it because we don't know when farce and fact meet,’ Yanasaid.

‘Oh, how I'd like to get that Megenda inside Petaybee for just five minutes. .. Bunny said, fingers
going to the scab on her face.

‘Let'snot be vindictive. We know he was only playing a part and may be avery nice fellow off-duty,
asde from an unfortunate tendency towards child abuse,” Marmion said, glancing at the bruises on her
young friends faces.

“"When afeon's not engaged in his employment, hisemployment..."  Namid sang in such arich
baritone that Marmion regarded him with amazement. ' "Or concocting hisfdoniouslittle plans.” Gilbert
and

Sullivan'slittle operettas are as cogent today asthey ever were...’

‘Go on," Marmion urged, her eyes wide with delight.

“"His cgpacity for innocent enjoyment, ‘cent enjoyment, isjust asgreat as any honest man's.™

Marmion laughed and laughed and laughed and Y anafound hersdf smiling at such contagious mirth.
Even Diego grinned.

‘| likethetune,' Bunny said diplomaticaly but her confusion was obvious.

‘It'snot exactly latchkay type singing and music,’ Diego said, relaxed for the first time snce their
capture. 'l've some disks, | think. You might just like G& S’

‘G&S?

‘Later,’ Diego said.



Namid's mobilefacefdl into solemn lines. 'Dinah liked G& S." Then he added more briskly, '‘But this
isn't Penzance and she wasn't indentured as alittle lad, brave and daring. | do believe that thereisacore
of...

‘Wait aminute,’ Bunny said, Stting bolt upright and just missing the underside of the upper bunk with
her pate. She began sniffing and sniffing.

‘What? Diego said and Y ana echoed the query.

Bunny sniffed deeply again. 'We're no longer on Gal-Three-type air.’

‘We're not? Y anaasked. Bunny's previous mention of her olfactory impression hadn't redly
registered. Well, Y anahad been a bit preoccupied. The air on the shuttle would have been imported
from the station's ventilation system during the time the shuttle wasin dock. But cometo think of it, there
was no reason she could think of why the air aboard the pirate vessal should ever have had any
connection with the station. Or was there? Bunny seemed very certain and her senses, trained in the
Petaybean outdoors, were extremely keen. Y analooked at Bunny, sorting through the implications of the
girl's observation. Intriguing possibilities now presented themselves. Nor was she the only oneto be
thinking along those lines.

‘Indeed,” Marmion said, softly, her eyes dark with thought and she leaned into Namid who put a
reassuring arm about her shoulders.

‘Indeed indeed,” Namid said. 'And don't forget to breathe!’

Kilcoole

Three days after returning to Kilcoole with the hunters, who booked thefirgt Intergal shuttle back
snce PTSwas no longer in service, Sean received a second communique from the kidnappers.

Dear Dr Shongili,

| hate to be the bearer of bad tidings, but | was sent the following message by the criminaswho
abducted Colonel Maddock-Shongili, your niece and young Etheridge-M etaxos along with Madame
Algemeine. | suppose they chose to send their demandsto me, as CEO of my own company, since
previoudy | had been unaccountably released to deliver theinitia message. | had the great opportunity
and rare pleasure of meeting your lovely wife and spesking with her briefly while shewas till hereon
Gal-3: shewas, is, avery specia lady and acompetent, caring officer. The children accompanying her
wereaddight to usal. | fervently hope that, between the efforts of the security team here on Gal-3 and
your good sdf, you will dl be reunited soon.

On behdf of dl of us here on Ga-3, Macchiaveli Sendd-Archer-Klausavitch

Dear Dr Shongili,

We were most concerned to learn from your wife that there might be some difficulty with her
pregnancy if sheisn't back on Petaybee soon. Sheisvery ill and could certainly use more of that
Petaybean cough syrup that cured her thefirgt time. Also, young Metaxos has sustained minor injuries
dueto his own youth and inexperience. Unfortunately, we are currently between medicd officers, snce
our last one was discharged -regrettably out the hatch and into space - for mutiny.

Surdly you must redlize that your family'slives depend upon your immediate response and compliance
to our demands. Welook forward to hearing from you soon.

Most sncerdly,

Dinah O'Neill, representing Captain Onidi Louchard aboard the Pirate Jenny

The office wasfilled with people when the communique arrived and al Sean could do was Sit there,
gtricken, when he finished reading.

‘What isit, Sean? Una M onaghan asked.

Cita, who was also there dong with severa other children and their parents, and Wild Star Furey, put
her arm around him and asked, 'What isit, Uncle? Isit about my sister? What doesit say?

Heheld it up to her and shetook it. But, of course,

Citacouldn't read so she turned to Wild Star who took it out of her hand and read the note aoud.



The stunned slence now affected every listener.

‘Oh dear, | ought to have read it first to mysalf,' she said, 'before | broadcast such news!’

Sean shook his head. 'It's everybody's business.’

‘“Well, yes, but in front of the children - especialy those who've just arrived from the other villagesto
go to school. Too much of the bad side of civilization al at once, | fear.' She continued to look guilty and
cast anervous smile at her pupilsand their parents.

Since she had taken up her post as Kilcoole teacher, Sean had learned afew facts about Wild Star
Furey. She had had sufficient experience with the bad side of civilization. Her ancestors had been an
Amerind tribe stubbornly clinging to avauable piece of Terran rea estate. Her husband's family were
descended from Irish travelling people who were findly removed from the planet for refusing to settle on
any given piece of rea edtate.

‘It concerns Petaybee, Wild Star,” Sean said. 'And it's got nothing to do with civilization. Pirates aren't
famousfor being civilized.

‘Pardon me, Doctor, sir,' said aman who had arrived in Kilcoole a scant half hour before. Sean knew
Muktuk Murphy dightly. He was from Tanana Bay. 'Could the lady read that last bit again, please?

‘“Which part was that, Muktuk? Sean asked. 'That lady's name, Sir, mentioned just before that awful
pirate's name

‘Dinah O'Nelll? Wild Star asked. Muktuk cast asignificant glance at the small, round-faced woman
beside him who had awedth of curly black hair and typical Eskirish danted blue eyes. Those eyeswere
dancing with excitement as she tugged her husband's deeve.

‘That would be it, Dama, thank you. Do you suppose me and the wife could send amessage along
with yours, sir, when you reply to the pirates?

Sean shrugged. 'What did you want to say?

‘Wdll, it'sabit hard to organize it right now, gr. It'll take me and the missus somethinking.’

‘Perhaps | should help you write it down then," Wild Star offered.

‘Ah, now that would be very kind of you, Dama,' said Muktuk.

‘Very kind indeed,' said Mrs Murphy. 'I'm sure al my people will appreciateit and wed dl liketo
cometo your school aong with the children, please and thanks very much.’

Aboard the pirate ship

When Dinah O'Neill returned to the Captain's quarters, she found a message from Macci Sendal
waiting on her comunit.

‘DamaO'Nelll,’ Senda'svoice said, 'thiscamein last night in response to your follow-up ransom
message to the Petaybean adminidration. At first my stupid assstant didn't think it was important and
amost discarded it. It'sfrom Shongili's office but it seemsto be in some sort of code, hence the mistake.
| do hopeit will be good news - for both your captain's organization and my own.’

There was no voice message involved, just print on the screen.

Dear Dama O'Nelll of the pirate ship,

Welearned of you when your boss's note came to Dr Sean Shongili's office. Y our name caught our
earsright away and we were wondering if maybe you might be related to the County Gaway O'Nellls
taken from Ireland at the height of the Reunification? We had a grandfather from that areaand time
period who, despite raising alarge family here on Petaybee, never forgot his brother, Rory, who was
known locally as Handy Red O'Nelll, he that was involved in the battle aboard the Rosdare Ferry and
was then lost from the rest of the family when the country was so-called evacuated by the powers that
be.

We know some good songs about the family you might like to hear and we were wondering if you
might have some from your family aswell, whether or not you're of the same family asus.

We were glad to learn about you but sorry to hear you are having to work for pirates. If it'sfood or a
placeto live that you're needing, we'd be happy to have you cometo live with us here on Petaybee if you



can quit your job. We would love to have you and your family, if you have one.

Regards,

Chumiaand Muktuk of the Tanana Bay Murphys on Petaybee

P.S. Could you please put in aword with your boss and ask that Sean's wife and relations and the
nice Company lady are kindly treated aswe're dl very worried about them?

Then, in another hand atogether, a second note.

Thereisnothing a person can do in regard to ransom here. SS

Dinah O'Neill ran the message through severd times. Thiswas not going the way it should have. Not
in any way, shape or form. She hated to take Namid's accusation to heart - that she was|osing her touch:
she preferred the Y ana-woman's suggestion that she had been badly informed.

She pondered the brief sentence from Shongili - for who elsewould be'SS. Nothing a person could
do, huh?Well, that was certainly in linewith Y ands alegation. Wouldn't the anxious husband of anewly
wedded pair try to bargain? Not, Dinah came to the reluctant conclusion, if he had no control over this
planet entity, this sentient world. Then she turned to the bulk of the message - so innocent and naive. If
she could get out of her job as apirate? What ingenuousness. Part of Shongili's ploy? No, the words had
thering of truth.

Further to that, which the Tanana Bay O'Nellls couldn't have known at dl, wasthat she was a
descendant of that Rory O'Nelll, Handy Red O'Neill who had been so proud of fighting that battle on the
Rosdare Ferry: thelast stand of the Virtuous, held called it. And held composed aroaring sagawhich
was one of the few memories she had of her own red-headed father: bellowing out the chorusto the
many stanzas of that saga. Oh, sheld have afamily song to sing to these O'Neills of TananaBay, she
would indeed.

Abruptly she clicked on the holo-shield control set in one of her rings dnd depressed another button
to summon Megenda.

‘Y es, Captain Louchard? the first mate said when he reported to his'Aurelian’ captain.

‘It'stimeto leave. We're going to Petaybee, Megenda.’

The man's broken teeth showed in agrin. '‘Aye-aye, Cap'n.’
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Kilcoole
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‘Sean? Simon Furey came charging into the governor's mansion. 'l got someone herefrom..." and
Furey frowned down at the plasfilm sheetstrying to curl around his gloved hand from the static in the cold
air that he brought inwith him, ... Nabatira Structural Cubes?

‘Never heard of them.’

‘I havel" Furey said, impressed.
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Sean reached for the film and they both had trouble unwinding it to the point where the consignment
note and the invoice could be separated and read. 'l don't know athing about this," he added, shaking his
head, especidly over thefat letters of the'NO CHARGE' stamped on theinvoice.

Furey jerked histhumb over his shoulder at the junked cabin room. 'They'd be damned good things
to have, y'’know.’

Sean looked about him, snorting at the confusion of tiers of boxes on every available space, boxes
into which Unaand her hel persfiled the Stuff that every shuttle brought down to dump in his aready
suffed premises.

Adak camein just then, waving more plasfilm. The most humungous dabsjust arrived, Sean. They
gotta be unloaded and put up and, | dunno,’

Adak's eyeswerewidein hisround face. 'What are they?

‘Climaticdly resstant and atmosphericaly adjustable additiond autonomous units, complete with al
facilities, can be erected ingtantly and with little or no Site preparation,’ said the rangy redheaded
individua who had followed Adak in. '‘But | gottatell ya, man, we gottafix and run or we missthe next
ddivery and that's not company policy. We only got three days to Site these things and you're lucky to
get delivery so quickly, considering how far in advance clients usudly gottabook Nabatira Cubes. So
where do we put 'em?

‘Them?

The redheed flicked fingers a the film in Sean's suddenly limp fingers.

“Four of 'em," and the redhead held up four gloved fingers. That seemed to be his only concession to
Petaybean wesather dthough the outfit he wore was probably one of the lightweight therma beauties
which Minkus had brought with him from Herod's. Now the Nabatiran emissary looked about him. 'This
the governor's mansion? he asked increduloudly, ng the clutter in asingle not quite contemptuous
glance. 'How big are these cubes?

The redhead snorted. 'Hell, man, you could put six of thisbitty placein one and il get arattle’

‘Then | want one right beside this," Sean said, suddenly decisive. 'Adak, get some axesand...’

The redhead held up arestraining hand. 'No swegt, mate. Oscar O'Nelll, the Great O. O., will take
care of that detail. Like we claim, little or no Site preparation is needed.’

‘What wouldjado with them trees, then? Adak demanded, his head protruding from his parkalike a
turtlée's.

“Y ou need the wood? We keep the wood,' the Great O. O. said amiably.

‘That's one down, Governor Shongili..." and Oscar O'Nelll paused to receive Sean's disposition of
the others.

‘Make amuch better school than the longhouse does..." Simon Furey suggested appedlingly.

‘Donel’

‘School's to be near by? O. O. asked.

‘Just up theroad,” Simon replied eagerly, pointing in the right direction.

‘Road? O. O. asked condescendingly.

‘Road,’ Sean said firmly and wondered what to do with the others. Sometimes gifts can be more
embarrassing than helpful - especidly ‘free ones.

‘Kin | make asuggestion, mate? O. O. said and when Sean nodded, "Well, | spent agood dedl of
good daylight e-rection time trying to find you. Wouldn't have found you at al if not for Cap'n Greene
and hisflyin' machine. He came adong just as | was about to mark thislot "Return to sender”. Why not
install one cube at that so-caled SpaceBase of yoursto direct incoming traffic and take..." he looked
around him again, some of the paperwork outa here’

Sean couldn't have agreed more though the 'No charge' aspect of thislargesse could not be explained
by O. O. All he knew ‘was what was on the dockets, man', and 'no charge' meant just that, and who
were they to argue with Head Office? By the time the necessary decisions were made, Sean had anew



office block adjacent to the marital cabin; awed Kilcoole had a new school; Petaybee Admin had itsown
- if empty - premises on the edge of the SpaceBase, and Loncianawas going to find hersaf to bethe
recipient of the fourth Nabatira Structural Cube. If shewas having half the trouble Sean wasin the
management of the Southern Continent, she needed the spaceto do it in too.

Asabruptly as O. O. and his men had appeared, they |eft.

‘Hewas as good as hisword, wasn't he? Una said, standing in the newfallen snow in front of the
cube while the governor'sstaff' took stock of their new premises. ‘It'sjust forty-eight hours since they
arived.

‘Soitis,' Sean said, totally bemused by the speed with which this had dl been accomplished. O. O.
and his men hadn't even paused when snow whipped around so that at one point it had been very hard to
see despite the banks of heavy-duty lights that had been put up so they could work through the night.

The building had aso been sunk into the ground, neatly placed behind a screen of Kilcoole's conifers
so that it didn't even seem to be anintruder. A unanimous decision had voted for an outer coating of a
bark-like paint so that it resembled - at least in colour - the other cabins dong the road. Of course, the
upper levd did tower above the neighbouring buildings but there were trees behind it that weretaller ill.
It was empty, of course, for no-one had had time to transfer anything.

‘What adifference afew days makel' Sean said.

Cautioudy approaching the new building, Marduk let out alittle snarl. He was pacing dong the front
of it, sniffing here and there and usually sneezing at the chemicad smdlsclinging to the newly erected
building, pawing at the one or two mounds of disturbed dirt |ft over.

WEell, no good standing around out here, is there? he said and took the three entrance stepsin one.

Gal-3

‘I tell you, Louchard's real ship only just left,' Charas vehemently inssted to Commander Nal an
Hon. Once more dressed in the gear of a station brat, there was nothing of the child in her manner as she
leaned across the desk, hands gripping the edge, her white knuckles demongtrating the intensity of her
belief in what she said. "That's why you never found the kidnapped victimsin any of the shipsthat had
disembarked.’

“Y our instrumentation could be faulty, Charas,’ the Commander said patiently athough he knew that
the diminutive operator was the best surveillance officer money, and loyalty, could buy. Inthis case, the
loyaty was the prominent factor snce Marmion Algemeine seemed to indtil that virtue in anyone who
worked for her. He could have used abit of that himsalf, though he tried to be astolerant and
fair-minded as he could, dealing with al sorts of psychologies and temperaments as Commander of
Gal-3.

‘Faulty my aunt'sleft toenail!" She swung away from the desk and began pacing. ‘My ingruments
registered the original mayday from both Madame Algemeine and the Colond . | followed them to Cargo
Bay 30...

‘And followed the shuttle...’

‘So | did, but the shuttle seemed the obvious escape vehicle... and wewere going so fast... My
implant returns only life-sign readings past acertain distance..." Charas shook her head: they al had been
sure the shuttle had the victims. ‘But the signa from the implant suggests that Madame Algemeineis ill
on Gal-3. | got the strongest response in the Cargo Bay: only there's some sort of ascrambler system
that diffuses so one can't accurately locate the source.’ She held up a hand when the Commander started
to interrupt her, 'Until just this past haf hour. Operations say that only five ships have requested clearance
inthe past hour... hours, that is," and her smilewas grim,' sinceit's taken me longer to reach you with this
information. Freighters, al of them, incapable of moving at any great speed.’

‘Look, | want Madame Algemeine back as much as you do, but I've only so many forcesto handle
search and recover operations...’

‘Madame Algemeine will, of course, reimburse your costs. What are you waiting for, Commander?

‘Nothing," he said, dbruptly, recognizing that he had been tardy in assmilating her information.



Depressing the dert pad, heissued ingtructions, detailing the descriptions and numeric I Ds of the five
shipsto be stopped and boarded.

‘Ingenious, you must admit,’ Charas said, relaxing now she had got him to act,' remaining on
Ga-Threewhile thefirgt of the search and boards were being initiated. But then we know that Louchard
uses date-of-the-art technology. This abduction was very carefully planned.’

She sghed, rubbing her face, for she'd been working with only catnapsto refresh her ever since shed
received thefirst mayday: prowling about the immense cargo bay, checking every sngleshipinthe
facility, time and time again, trying to locate exactly which of the hundred or so ships hid the victims. But
her locator, despite being state-of-the-art, displayed so many 'echoes even when placed againgt ahull,
that she had been unable to pinpoint the target ship. Fortunately, her disguise had saved her from
retdiation by some of the ships personnd: diensin particular were apt to take offenceif you were seen
hanging about their vesselsfor no apparent purpose.

At the outset of thisincident, shed seen the women in the company of Macci Klausevitch so she
hadn't been as close on Y ands heds as she normally would. For that she blamed hersdlf. Getting dack in
her middle years. have to quit thiskind of work if she was going to be lessthan top efficient al thetime.

So the pair waited. Commander an Hon courteously supplied her with ameal and then a shower in
his private facilities while fresh clothing was procured for her. She was adrendin-poor &t this point,
having pushed hersdf for daysin her vigil. She had dmost nodded off when the first reports camein. The
dowest of the five vessal's had been apprehended and it was, as it was supposed to be, adronegrain
carrier and dl its components checked out as they should. The second was carrying only two holds of
cargo, to the captain's disgust, and hewasin no fit mood to be stopped on such a spurious charge. The
third was aso innocent and the fourth, but of the fifth all they found were large fragments of the hull.

‘“Wasn't blown apart, wasn't hit by any spaceflot, wasn't burned or melted or anything, Commander.
Just like the hull had been aweevy-fruit, split open down the axis.’

An Hon and Charas exchanged despairing looks.

‘Damn that Louchard!’

Charasfelt as near to tears as she had the day her mother died when she'd been eight years old.

‘Any residuasto track?

‘We're searching, gr, but they could have just used the drift to take 'em the way they wanted to go
and, begging your pardon, it could take weeks to do a search pattern and wed still not be sure we got
theright trall’

‘Return to base, Captain, and thank you." Grimly, Commander an Hon looked at Charas. 'Y ou ill
have alife sgna from Madame Algemeine, don't you?

Charastouched the point on her mastoid bone and inclined her head positively. Madame Algemeine
wasthe only client for whom she would permit such an invasion of her persond privacy but she'owed
her for her life and sanity so Charas was willing to do anything to protect thisclient.

“We can check with Sdlly Point-Jefferson, too,’ she said.

When a desth occurred, those carrying the implant tuned to that person experienced an unforgettable
blast.

Thetdl lean Commander waved aside that suggestion with atwitch of hislips. 'If she got the blast, s0
would you!”

‘Now what? The kidnappers didn't leave afina warning of any kind, did they?

‘Nothing past the last one M'sser Klausevitch passed on to us!’

‘Klausevitch,” Charas murmured and locked eyes with the Commander. 'Odd man to be chosen as
messenger. And Madame herself cancelled Millard and Sally as bodyguards?

‘“Hmmm." An Hon shrugged for the whimsies of the rich. Hed've had an operative with Yanain the
head, her tub, under her bed but who would have thought a kidnapping of someone of Madame
Algemeiné's status would occur in thisday and age after the Amber Unicorn fiasco! True, there were
occasond incidentsinvolving lesser lights like merchants, captains, executives and enough fresks eking



out amargind living on any big sation like thisto account for GBA and "accidents aswell asextortionist
intimidation but nothing on the scale of thisfelony. 'Madame Algemeine had some critical meeting or
other that they had to prepare for and doubtless she felt that she was well-enough known - with the
Klausevitch dong - to inhibit any confrontation.’

‘And who let the two kids|oose?

‘That has already been dedlt with,' the Commander said in ahard voice for the unseen eye supposed
to follow the young folk had somehow missed their departure from the Algemeine apartments. Hislicence
had been revoked and he was currently looking for any work he could get.

‘That Klausevitch felow, Charas said, returning to one aspect of thiswhole affair that nagged her like
adamaged nerve. 'What else have you discovered about him?

‘1 got arepeat of the origina clearance. He certainly wouldn't have been hired by Rothschild'sif there
was anything suspicious about him. But I've asked again for acomprehensive.’

‘He was sure green-e-0 at the Algemeines first thing that morning. And | heard he doesn't usudly rise
until midday.

‘Thatistrue’

‘Orishejust hot for pregnant women? Charas asked with feminine cynicism.

‘Therewasthat case..." an Hon paused, rubbing his chin speculatively, '... where asdesman with an
impeccable record was convicted of grand larceny following an investigation of his accounts. He admitted
faling under the spell of this Louchard personage. It isa possibility,” an Hon admitted. 'Asthe Grest
Seuth remarked, "When you discount the improbable and only the impossible remains, that will bethe
answer."”

“Y ou've got surveillance on him?

“Y ou may be sure of that, and on anyone else even remotely involved in thisaffair, up to and including
our society hostess, Pleasaunce Ferrari-Emooal .’

“Yeah, her!’

‘ She's been known to associate with some unlikely characters.

‘Hmmm.

‘Get some deep, Charas. Y ou're not good to anyone in your present state, though you cleaned up
better than | thought you would.’

Charas managed a grin. 'Any place here | can catch afew winks? she said, rising. 'Don't want to be
far away if you need me. And I'm not all that surel could makeit to my digs’

When Madame Algemeine had imported Charas as her Gal-Three unseen eye, she had naturaly
introduced the woman to Commander an Hon. She had "assisted’ him from time to time when her
principa client was absent from the station so he had a high degree of respect for her capahilities, the
present Situation notwithstanding. He himself showed her to one of the cabins reserved for unexpected
vigtors of the desirable kind. Shelay on her side, positioned her legs comfortably and immediately her
breathing went into adeep deep pattern. He activated the comlink and |eft.

He should be getting some gen back on Klausevitch and he couldn't imagine why it took so long to be
linked into Gal-Three. Because of the prestige of their specid residents, Gal-Three had priority
clearance up to top secret leves. Surely Klausevitch was not above that category.
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Aboard the pirate ship
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‘Therel’ cried Diego. 'l can fed the vibrations now. Can't you? and his tone was dightly accusatory.

‘Yes, actudly, | can,’ Yanasaid, her fingers splayed on the bulkhead.

‘And theair has definitely changed,” Marmion said, sniffing. 'I've never noticed before how different
arcanamdl’

“Youwould if you lived whereit's pure,' Bunny said somewhat condescendingly, ‘and then had to
breathe the muck. Oh, your launch had good air but some placeson Gal-Threeit was... well, it was
downright stinky. Like the stuff that hovers over SpaceBase back home.' The last few words came out in
atone that everyone recognized as homesick. But Bunny made an effort, inhaled the bad air, and turned
resolute.

“WEell get back to Petaybee, gatita, | know wewill,' Diego said soothingly.

‘Hell'sbdls' Yanasad, 'for dl we know we may be heading there right now.' She looked queryingly
at Namid.

He shrugged his helplessness. 'L ouchard is known to be devious but rardly direct. He likes to hunt,
gak his prey and then snatch.’

‘He makes a practice of kidnap? Marmion asked, startled, and for the first time fear coloured her
eyes.

‘Not that | know of," Namid said as soothingly as Diego had spoken to Bunny. ‘Now don't you worry
yoursdf, Madame..."

‘| thought we'd reached the first-name bas's, Namid,' and Marmion emphasized his name.

‘Thank you, well, let me repeat. No, Louchard tends to deal in inanimate cargo whichiswhy I'm
redly surprised to see him turn to abduction.’

‘Cargoes being unable to testify in court, right? Y anaremarked in acynica tone.

‘Exactly, and once sold on can rarely be traced since so often they are the raw materidlswhich are
turned into different goods entirely.’

‘Tdl me," and Y anahad difficulty controlling asudden surge of mirth," does Louchard then stedl those
goods and sgll them on?

Namid's face and eyeslit with answering amusement. 'l really haven't been with this happy band of
free-soulslong enough to have observed that.' Then he sobered. 'l can only extrapolate from what Dinah
used to tell me. And, of course, I'd no ideathat she was generdly transporting stolen goods.' He sighed
unhappily and now it was Marmion'sturn to console him.

‘But you do agree that we're breathing a different kind of air right now, don't you? Bunny inssted as
if that little concession was more important than any of the other topics with which they had whiled awvay
their incarceration.

‘1 do, Marmion said and the others nodded. 'Clever of you to have noticed, Bunny. Although why
the pirate ship remained so long a Gal-Three...’

‘That'sthe easiest part to guess,' Bunny said, impatient with Marmion. "Who'd look on the station for
us?

‘A good point,” Marmion said magnanimoudy. Y our pirate captain isindeed adevious man.’

‘| wonder if he'san orphan,’ mused Namid, trying vainly to cheer himsdf up.
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‘An orphan? Bunny exclaimed in surprise: shed been one most of her life and had never found the
condition easy. Of course, she nearly lost Namid's response because thinking about being an orphan
reminded her that if the pirate should waste them al, Citawould be al done again and lose what precious
little self-confidence she'd gained since knowing she was Bunny's sister and a Rourke.

“Y es, an orphan,’ Namid went on briskly. 'To further the anaogy of the pirates| mentioned earlier’

Bunny forced her mind off sad thoughts and listened while, with such music and words as he
remembered from the score of The Pirates of Penzance, he regaled them and thus passed the hunk of
timetill their next med as pleasantly astheir circumstances alowed.

Petaybee

‘They cal this"spring"? asked Zing Chi, chief representative of the Asian Esoteric and Exotic
Company Limited, as he glanced round the desolate sweep of the broad valley, soggy with meit, yet
burgeoning with insect life and the blooming of plants which the insects were hel ping to pollinate. He was
thoroughly disgusted and wanted to leave when they'd only just managed to get to Petaybee South. The
trangport service on which he had booked his team had been terminated and their monies returned, but
the refund alone was barely sufficient to bribe their way to the planet's surface, and at that, comparatively
unsatisfactory, setdown point. The southern pole of the planet contained some of the botanicals listed, but
the northern continent was the documented source of what he had been assured were riches of herba
gold - and those dusive quditiesin unicorn horns and cats whiskers for which his company could charge
their oldest customers (and, of course, only the oldest needed such help) vast fortunes, whether or not
there were any discernible results to the intake of Petaybean products.

Zing Chi was one of the best field operators, able to strip acres of plants by bloom, leaf, ssem and
rootin notimeat al. Some of the vegetation in Sight looked familiar and was supposed to be plants
which had been brought to Petaybee during theinitiad terraforming so they could adapt to this new world.
But the nearest were only ground cover, cultivated to keep topsoil from being blown away.

He had been given no warning that his entire team would haveto do dl of their collecting on foot.
They had seen no villages so far, no cities, no place to purchase transport of any sort. Zing Chi began to
fear that there was none to purchase.

Fortunately, his people were very good walkers and walk they did, gathering, stripping, and neetly
cata oguing anything vaguely resembling the plant materiaslisted, even those available e sewhere.

After five days, they had laid bare astrip approximately fifteen mileslong and half amilewide. 1t took
al the animasthey could find to feed them, for thistime of year there were no berries or nuts of any sort
remaining. Zing Chi'steam consisted of a hundred and fifty people and they required much food.

One day, the son of one of his senior men, Lu Han, brought asmall spotted lion cub in hisarms.

“Which whiskers do we need, boss? he asked Zing Chi. 'Thislittle fellow will need some of them for
his balance and space sense. He won't mind losing a couple though, | think. HE's agood cub.’

‘Do asyou're told and the anima will have no need for whiskers. We haven't enough to edt. Kill it,
take thewhiskers, and skinit. Therest isfor the soup pot. Our clients have specified that they want the
whiskers of orange cats only, but since they do not seem to know enough to assist usin reaching that
which we need to harvest, | do not suppose they will know the whiskers of an orange cat from those of
this cub. The bounty will be the same”’

‘But boss

‘Doasl say.’

The boy nodded and the cub, asif senang that the decision had gone againgt him, began to wigglein
hisarms.
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Cita caught Johnny Greene as he boarded his copter for the trip south to help O. O. and hismen
ingal Loncie Ondelacy's cube. Coaxtl padded behind. The cat did not think highly of flying machines.

Birds arefor eating, the cat protested. Riding in them makes one feel that oneis a youngling
being carried in the beak of a prey-bird for the feeding of her chicks. One does not like this feeling

‘Stop complaining,’ Citasaid. 'Y oull like being in the South again. Hi, Captain Johnny!’

‘Cital How are you and your finefurry friend this morning? the pilot asked, grinning down &t her.

‘| am far better than | have any right to expect, though | worry for the sake of my sister and Aunty
Y anaand Diego. But this on€e, she pointed to Coaxtl, longsto see her old caves again. A week ago she
said she wasfine but suddenly she growlsin her deegp and talks only of going home. | heard you were
taking one of these big housesto Loncie and Pablo, and | hoped that we might burden you with
oursalves. | would like to show Carmdlitaand Isabellawhat I'velearnt in school. | have many new songs
to sing, however poorly, for those who were so kind to afoolish stranger before | came here!’

‘“What does your uncle say?

‘He doesn't mind. He says you are making regular trips now and could perhaps bring usback ina
day or two? So we will not trouble Loncie for too long?

‘Sure, if it's OK with Sean. | know Loncie and Pablo and the kids will be glad to see you again.
They're not going to believe how you'vefilled out in just afew months!’

All of these words had to be shouted over the roar of the copter's great engines, but at last Citamade
hersdlf comfortablein the back and Coaxtl grumblingly curled up in atight ball at her feet.

Citaenjoyed the trip very much. Sheliked watching as O. O'Nelll's specid jet-crane hoisted the great
boxesin the air and flew with them dangling, just S0, so that the weight did not upset the aircraft. Johnny's
arcraft carried lighter cargo, in addition to herself and Coaxtl - more adminigtrative paperwork bundled
by UnaMonaghan to go to Loncie Ondelacy.

Citaloved it when they reached the seaand she could see that the ice was dready beginning to
thicken off the northern coast. Whales and sedl's danced in the shadow of the aircraft, and dolphins leapt
high, asif trying to touch the dangling cargo with their noses before diving again.

Gradualy the water began to change, from grey-green to brighter, jade-green to pale grey-blue and
to the deep bright blue of the glacier crevasse, then back again to blue-green, and dmost lime. The air
clouded with steam and below, the water boiled and hissed. Off to theright, alittle idand stuck up above
the water, probably not even amile wide yet, but it seemed to grow even as Citawatched, and aready
parts of it were seamed with green. Beyond, stretched other such idands, and Citawondered how long it
would take them to touch and make one big one.

Coaxtl was deeping and didn't seem to be wondering about anything, but she growled and sometimes
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snarled and her paws curled and uncurled. Citawished she knew what the cat was dreaming but Coaxtl
only spoke to her in her head on purpose - Citawas still too stupid and insensitive to read the great cat's
mind.

Then they were beyond the steam and the idands and back into the iceberg-clogged waters near the
southern coast. Breakup was just beginning there, even as winter was beginning in the North, and greet
rushes of water soumed in the air as the icebergs broke free and calved from theicepack. She saw a
white bear jump from one piece of ice to the other, trying to reach shore. The bears were very hungry
and ate people, but still she hoped he made it. He was trying so hard.

They didn't even stop and refuel at Portage but flew straight on to Sierra Padre where Loncie and
Pablo and their family lived.

But asthey passed over the broad plane between rivers and mountain ranges, they saw astrange
sght. The ground was as bare for miles around asif it had been closdy grazed by some animal, and many
people were bent over, harvesting what |ooked like weeds. Cita could see no reason for it.

Johnny flew low, buzzing the people playfully, but dso curioudy, Citathought. These might be likethe
hunters and the funny people in white robes and the serious business people she had seen before.

Whatever they were, Coaxtl didn't like them. Without so much as awarning, the cat sorang to her
feet and threw hersdf againgt the door.

‘Coaxtl, no! Werre high up! Y ou would bekilled." Coaxtl scratched long rentsin the stedl of the door,
snaling. One will go out. NOW.

Citaran to throw her arms around the cat and was dragged to the window as the copter canted to the
right, and she suddenly found hersaf looking into the face of aboy afew years older than herself, with
features that reminded her somewhat of Pablo's. He had been holding something and hisarms were till
sretched towardsit, whereit cut a swath through the untouched undergrowth.

Coaxtl's scratching grew less as Johnny circled the areatwice, thoroughly confusing the Nabatira
Company cranecopter, which hovered uncertainly before flying dowly forwards, waiting until Johnny
finished his survey. The people on the ground below looked up. They were not well dressed for winter.

When the people were at |ast far behind them, Coaxtl heaved agreat sigh and jumped up on the seat
Citahad occupied, parts of her hanging over the edges. Cita plopped down within the overhang of the
cat's giant paws and scrunched the thick soft fur of her friend's belly with her fingers.

Coaxtl did not spesk for the remainder of the flight, though she rumbled contentedly from timeto time
as Citastroked her. Citawould have spoken but the roar of the copter jets was too loud and besides,
shedid not know what to say.

As soon as the copter landed and the door was open, Coaxtl streaked out and bounded away.

‘Wait!" Citacried.

The Home isin need, Coaxtl's voicetold her. Bring help.

Johnny jumped down from the copter and helped Cita down. 'Looks like your friend had an urgent
gppointment.’

* She said the Home needed help,’ Citatold him.

‘Yes,' Johnny said. 'l can seethat. Don't worry, Cita. Assoon asweve had aword with Loncieand
Pablo and O. O. knows where she wants him to install his cube, we're outta here and | think we need to
pay our respects to the planet's newest guests and ask them what the frag they're doing here. | have a
hunch welll find Coaxtl there’

Y ou are wise, Captain Johnny. Surely that is where Coaxtl will go for she opposed their presence.’
Cita pointed to the long rentsin the sted door.

Johnny groaned. "That's not going to be easy to explain to the Company.’

But there was no need to explain to Loncie and Pablo, beyond telling them of the barren swath the
newcomers were cutting. Loncietold O. O. to put the cube behind the house, and ran out the door just
ahead of her husband, who grabbed both of their coats and summoned severa neighbours. All of them
crowded into the helicopter, each pushing Citaaway to climb in before her.



She knew they were adults and much wiser and stronger than she. She knew she was being wicked
and disobedient to crowd her way aboard. But Coaxtl was her friend and did not speak to others here.

She stuck out her chin and lowered her brows and tried to look defiant and invisible at the sametime,
but felt apair of handslift her over the heads of the adults seated on the floor, and found hersalf dragged
into Loncies|ap.

S0 you come with us, eh, Pobrecita?

‘9, Citasaid. 'l do.’

‘Bueno,’ Loncie said, patting her back.

The copter set down and the doors opened. People poured out. Not many, compared to the people
on the ground. Only seven, plus Citaand Johnny.

The newcomers stayed well back of the rotor blades until Johnny shut them down. Then they pushed
forward, a handsome golden-skinned man with black hair and black hooded eyes at thefore. All of the
people were carrying things Cita couldn't see clearly.

‘Sainte,’ Johnny said. Thislady isLonciana Onddacy, the regiond administrator of the Southern
Continent. Thisis her husband, Pablo Ghompas, and these here are what you might call the County
Coundil.’

The man made adight bow in the direction of Pablo and Loncie. 'How kind of you to greet us’

Loncieinclined her head dightly, cautioudy. "What brings you here, senor?

‘A mission of mercy, madame. My nameisZing Chi. | am of the Asan E and E Company Limited.
We have been sent to collect certain substances to heal the sick and ease the ravages of age. Many of
these things are obtainable only here. But we had no trangportation until you arrived, and no way of
finding what we seek. Y ou can help us?

Citadid not like his smile and hung behind Lonci€'s broad back.

‘Well be pleased to, honoured guest,’ Pablo said, before anyone else could say anything. 'If only you
will tell uswhat you seek.’

Zing Chi reached into his pocket and pulled forth awritten list. Pablo accepted it, handing it to
Loncie, who had been in the Company and thus could aready read, unlike Petaybeans.

‘What isthis? Loncie asked, anger risng in her voice as she read. The whiskers of orange cats?
Unicorn horns?

‘Oh, my goodness me,' Pablo said, before she could tell them what she thought of their list. "What
doesit dl mean? Gentlemen, whatever would you use such thingsfor?

“Unicorn horniswell known as an gphrodisiac and a preventer of poisonings, good sr,' Zing Chi said
with another bow. 'Most vauable. The whiskers of the orange cats are said to prolong youth and good
hedth.’

Pablo shook his head. 'Not here, I'm afraid. Someone has mided your informant.’

‘Isthat true?

‘Oh, my goodness, yes. The unicorn horn you find on Petaybeeisno good at all for aphrodisiacs.’

‘Isit not? Zing Chi asked politely. The other townspeople and Loncie watched Pablo asif he were
their teacher. Obvioudy they held him in great respect, asthey should.

“Y ou have been mided,’ Pablo said. 'That is understandable, sir, since undoubtedly your information
could not have come from anyone who actualy had harvested the worthless horn of one of the northern
curly stagsin the winter. The horns are good for cutting ice, which iswhat the curlycorn usesit for. No
more than that.’

‘Areyou absolutdy certain? Zing Chi asked with apparent courtesy but his eyes said that he did not
believe what he wastold.

Pablo sighed and hung hishead. "Y ou may ask my wife’

Loncie shook her head sadly. ‘It istrue. We had Captain Greene fly us down the horn of a curlycoat
killed in an avalanche so that Pablo could try the cure but, das, it was no good. Nothing did any good, in



fact, until he ate the polar bear bdls’

‘Polar bear balls? several of the men gasped enquiringly.

‘Ah, 9. When | findly recovered, | was muy macho in away that only the polar bear balls of
Petaybee can make aman who haslost hiswill to..." Pablo made what was often considered arude or
lewd gesture.

‘1 will add that to the ligt, then, Sir,’ Zing Chi said.

‘Of course, with al Petaybean remedies, thereisasecret in the gathering aswell asin the mixing, you
understand,’ Pablo said.

‘“What secrets would those be, kind Sir? Zing Chi asked.

‘If | told, they wouldn't be secrets, would they?

‘Wearewilling to pay specid... informants... handsomely for research information,’ Zing Chi said.

‘Oh, did you hear that, Pablo? Johnny asked. "They'll pay us handsomely. | could get my copter door
repaired and you and Loncie could reinsulate your hacienda.’

‘| don't know, Captain Johnny," Pablo said, shaking his head. 'Once the secret issold, it isno longer a
secret, and it isvery dangerous.’

Loncie grabbed her husband's arm. "We could build new bedroomsfor our fourteen youngest
offspring, corazon,' she said.

Citalooked up at her curioudy. Loncie and Pablo had only Carmelitaand Isabdlla.

‘That istrue,' Pablo said. 'Very well. But we are Petaybeans, remember, and you gentlemen perhaps
should not risk your lives professionaly. It must be said that taking polar bear balsis done only when
one hasdire personal need, as| did. The secret, you seeis He beckoned the man forward and
whispered fairly loudly in hisear. The polar bear must be aive when you take hisballs. Y ou sneak up
behind the bear and quickly tieastring around hisbals. Then you must follow him around until they drop
off.

‘“Why not just kill the bear and harvest the balls? Zing Chi asked, not whispering.

Johnny pretended to be shocked. 'Y ou didn't tell him that part, did you, Pablo? Well, | guessaslong
asthe bear's out of the bag, you ought to know. My great-grandad, when he first came to Petaybee,
needed bear balls but he wasin abig hurry and he killed the bear. He got what he wanted OK but only
used it once before he dropped dead in bed. Did die happy though.’

‘And have we the correct ingredient for youthful-ness?

Johnny looked at the list sdeways and smirked. 'Cat whiskers? Who was the joker who made thislist
out anyway? No, mate, cat whiskers are no good to anybody but the beastie what wears 'em most of the
time. Theway | figureit, your informant felt something sticky and figured it must be cat's whiskers without
checkin' his source. What they use for prolonging youth and health up north is coo-berry thorns. And I'll
tell you the secret to that for free. Y ou got to get the protected ones, in the middie of the patch, to get the
best reaults’

‘Thank you,' Zing Chi said with abow, extending his hand and pointing the object init a Johnny.
'What you seein my hand, and in the hands of my workersisalaser harvester, which is capable of
flaying aman as easily asatree. With the use of theseimplements, we will gladly take your suggestions
under advisement and procure the items you suggest in addition to those we seek. First, however, we
require trangportation to the sources of these things. Thisyou will provide us while the County Council,
asyou cdl them, stay here asthe guests of my Company.’
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‘We've sopped,’ Bunny said, suddenly sitting up straight on the edge of her bunk. Sheld been leaning
againg the bulkhead and watching Namid write down the lyrics of the patter song. Some of the words
Namid was transcribing - like Mg or Generd - were new words to her but it hel ped to watch him put
them down. She could sound out the syllables, as held been teaching her to do, and then later, when they
were alowed out to walk the corridors - Louchard's latest relaxation of the rules of their incarceration -
he would teach her the proper pronunciation. Sometimes words didn't sound the way they looked which
only made the chore of reading them harder. She had complained bitterly that words should ook like
they sounded.

‘Whaddya mean, we've stopped? Diego demanded, laying his hand, palm flat againgt the meta wall.
'| fill fed vibrations’

‘Y eah, but they've changed, Bunny said.

“Y eah, and how much space flight have you done?

‘Enough!’

‘Children,” Marmion said, in her most reasonable, let-us-not-quibble-over-trivia tone.

Sheld had to use alot of that lately as the confinement became less and less bearable. Even learning
The Pirates of Penzance and the other Gilbert and Sullivan operettas that Namid knew was beginning
to pdl. At firgt it had been greet fun; entertaining and engrossing. Marmion had alovely light soprano
voice and had been cast as Mabd, while contralto Y ana had managed a creditable Ruth, Diego a decent
Frederic and Bunny, aided and abetted by Namid, became chorus and al the other parts. Bunny liked
the piratica chorus best and was learning the part of the Pirate Captain - since he was an orphan - as she
glesfully discovered at the end of the show. Between learning the lines and the lyrics, many an hour had
been passed.

‘Look, Diego, you may have been brought up on ahigh-tech station,’ Bunny said, ignoring Marmion's
attempt at pacification, 'but you sure aren't good at reading signs. I've had to or I'd've been buried under
avalanches and snow didesand al kinds of other hazards...’

‘All planetary...’

‘Well, ashipisasmdl planet, isn't it? And the vibrations have just atered! | wasright about the air,
wasn't 1? Why can't | be right about the vibrations?

* She may be, you know," Namid interposed with awry grin. The Jenny's got speed in her and it's
been three days since the air source dtered. That'd be about the necessary travel time from Ga-Threeto
Petaybee, wouldn't it, Marmion?

‘Yes, it would, Marmion said, exhaling. This experience was not unlike a boardroom wrangle and as
intense as any take-over or merge struggle and she was finding her tolerance and understanding stretched
to thelimit. If it hadn't been for Namid's presence and diversionary tactics, she was sure there would
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have been fairly nasty squabbles, due smply to the pressures of so much proximity. Even with the most
fiercely contested of her financia deds, sheld dways been ableto 'leave the premises and cool down.
Shewasfond of Bunny and Diego: she genuindy liked Y anawho was bearing up nobly. She was more
than alittle fascinated by the complex persondity of the astronomer who had such divergent interests and
informations: shed never met any one else so catholic in his tastes and so accomplished - in the nicest
possible way. Maybe she had dwelt too much in the rarefied atmosphere of her socia sphere. One could
become too specidized. Her time on Petaybee had opened that door and this experience was showing
her avast panorama she hadn't known existed - the panorama and pertinences of enforced idleness.

Dinah O'Nelll had managed to gain them more privileges. better food, the daily tour of the corridors
asexercise. Putting their heads together one night, Marmion and Namid had discussed the size of the
ship. He had been on the Jenny somewhat longer than they had, but he admitted that generdly he wasfar
moreinterested in thingslight years distant than he wasin hisimmediate surroundings. Still, he agreed that
they had had to have been on alarger ship than the Jenny when they'd been marched into Louchard's
presence that first time. Bunny, who could describe the different types of snow to befoundina
three-mile areawith distinction and accuracy, was able to describe the seemingly identical corridorswith
the same eye for minutiae. The Jenny's captain's quarters, for instance, were adjacent to the crew's
quarters, separated only by one passageway - the ups and downs suggested auxiliary corridors
connecting the Jenny to alarger craft.

‘Deliberately confusing us asto the Size and type of vessdl, Marmion had said.

“Two ships, then,” Namid said, scratching hiswhiskers.

‘Had to be,’ Marmion agreed.

While Diego and Bunny had told the others about the shuttle, thiswas no shuttle they were on. It was
much larger than Marmion's launch, which was compact but larger than the shuttle the two youngsters
had seen in the hulled vessdl that had originally attracted them to Cargo Bay 30, and ended up with their
kidnapping. The two had gpologized for their escapade, profusely and with much sdlf-castigation. And
the'its... If they hadn't been curious, if they hadn't skived off on their own, if they hadn't put Marmion
and Y anato the trouble of coming after them...

That brought up the other question: what was Macchiavelli Sendd-Archer-Klausevitch'srolein dl this
- gpart from being tagged as messenger-boy for the piratica ransom demand?

‘Pies Ferrari-Emool might know more about him," Marmion had said, 'but | didn't. He was the newly
gppointed CEO of a Rothschild's subsidiary and would certainly have had an in-depth security check
done on him to get to such arank. I mean, how could he possibly have derted the pirates that we werein
Cargo Bay 30? What I'd very much like to know iswhere was Charas during dl this?

‘Charas?

‘Never mind, Namid,” Marmion said, smiling and quickly changing the subject. "And why hasn't
Commander an Hon been able to track us? The security on Gal-Threeis supposed to be
state-of-the-art.’

AsMarmion had fretted over thisfactor many times, Namid sighed quietly.

‘“Well know when thisisal over, my dear." And held patted her nervous hands.

Histouch did soothe her, Marmion realized, even as she a so accepted the fact that it was uselessto
review the events that had led to thisimpasse. It was better to think ahead, and practise meditation.
Namid had had afew new tips on quiet contemplation modes. They'd dl learnt them, asaway of both
keeping sanity and to pass the heavy time of captivity and inaction.

Had the time of inaction passed? Marmion now wondered, if the ship's vibrations had changed.

‘Well, the engines are fill very definitely on," Diego said, both his hands on the bulkheed. In fact,
everyone had been attempting to assess the change.

‘“We could bein orbit,' Y anasaid and her hand went to the little pouch of Petaybean dirt.

Bunny and Diego followed suit. Marmion had not worn the little pouch the day they were kidnapped
but she didn't think the planet would care much what happened to her. She was responsible to and for



hersdf.

Bunny watched Y ana. Then she shrugged as the Colond did.

‘No change, huh? Bunny asked with awry grin.

Y anashook her head. "It might not be Petaybee were orbiting.' There was an edge of depression and
pessmism to her voice.

‘Where es2? Diego demanded, stridently. 'It'sthe planet she wantsto plunder, isn't it?

‘1 had hoped shed redlized that thereis no way to do that,' Yana said, again in that bitter tone.

She'd been away from Sean over four weeks now -awhole month in the development of their child.
She could fed thelump in her belly now, dightly protruding from what had been aflat, well-muscled
plane.

Physically she wasfedling better than she had at the outset of their imprisonment but the mental strain
of uncertainty was beginning to mount, as was the tenson of being restricted. Not that her long voyages
on troop carriers hadn't been redtrictive, but thiswas restraint of adifferent nature. And one she bitterly
resented, although shetried not to, fearing that it might mar the foetus in some bizarre fashion. Her fears
had taken the form of nightmaresin which her born or unborn child appeared as some sort of mongter.
She shuddered.

Just then the panel opened and there was the second officer, not nearly as ferocious as Megenda, but
amogt asrepdlentin adimy sort of way.

‘Timefor walkies," he said and gestured brusquely for them to fall in and take the exercise offered.

SpaceBase

Adak was on duty at the SpaceBase Cube. Simon Furey had painted a sign which had been nailed
abovethe entry:

‘WELCOME TO PETAYBEE!

PETAYBEAN IMMIGRATION AND INFORMATIONY’

With the demise of PTS, the only spacecraft using the now flat, but somewhat pitted and broken,
landing field were from the Intergal Station. Mostly, they were employed in lifting equipment off the
planet. On the far sde of the field the mounds of disembodied walls, floors and roofs marked the
graveyard of the old facilities, damaged when Petaybee had erected its ziggurat complaint against the
Intergal despoilation. Adak and some of the other Kilcoole residents kept a sharp eye on this debris,
most of which they could repair and put to good use once Intergd officids had cleared away and left
them to the salvage.

Adak could keep track of comings and goings from the Station by the discreet tap into the Interga
Comnet, which Simon Furey had been able to make, so he knew when ships - with possible ‘invaders
-might belanding. That left him with alot of free time to mooch round the piles, which suited him fine.
Though there was enough of a snow-cover to run the dogs through the woods, theriver had only athin
crust of ice on it, not strong enough for the snoclesto use asaroad. Thereally heavy weather hadn't set
inyet but he sure hoped Intergal would settle out soon so they could get to work. With al the people
coming in and nowhere to put them, they'd be right glad of any son of shelter that could be cobbled
together.

A small vessel had just set down at the Station but he hadn't seen any passengers emerge, just the
crews unloading the sort of storesthat wouldn't be harmed by stting out in the snow on the plascrete.

Y et two people were now striding up to the door: adim little woman with light brown hair, tufted with
slver, lynx-like, aove her ears and on her crown, lightly sprinkled with snowflakes, and abig guy who
walked like along-time spacer.

‘Hello? Dinah O'Nelll smiled her most ingenuous smile at the fur-clad round-faced little man who
peered at them in round-mouthed surprise. 'Isthisthe right place to find out how to get to Tanana Bay?

‘It'sthe only place and why would you want to be going to Tanana Bay? It's snowing and we've had
blizzard warnings,' the little man said. '‘But much asit pains meto admit it, I'm after bein' the closest thing
to abureaucrat we got here 'cept for the Governor. Adak Rourke, immigrations officer, more or less, at



your service, maam. And what could | do for you, exactly?

‘I believe | may have some relatives herein aplace caled TananaBay, Dinah O'Nelll said, and
atered her smileto asad expression. 'l wanted to come and seeif weredly arerelated and if perhaps|
could make a home here near them as dl my other family have died out and I've nowhere elseto go.’

“You redly must be hard up to come to Petaybee, then.’

‘Blood isthicker than water. Even frozen water,' she added, indicating the snowfall. Privately Dinah
wondered how the hell the planet could afford state-of -the-art Nabatira Structural Cubes like thisone if
the planet's economy was so margind. Still, the old man's response had been immediate and she didn't
think him guileful. One wanted to attract folks to a planet, not send ‘em running. Or maybe they did, to
keep dl the wedth to themselves. ‘Actudly, | wouldn't have dreamed of coming here until just recently. |
met aman who was telling me about how held been down with acommittee investigating aso-caled
sentient planet settled by alot of the people relocated by Intergd in the time of the Reunification War in
Irdland, where my people come from. In the course of hiswork, the man | talked to had met some
people he thought resembled me who shared asimilar surname. So, | decided to check it out.’

‘And how about you, Sir? Adak Rourke turned to Megenda, who had been standing at bored ease
behind Dinah throughout the conversation. 'l take it you and the lady here are together? Would you have
relatives here too, then? Maybe some of them Andean folk on the Southern Continent?

Megenda cast awild sdewayslook at Dinah and she said smoothly, 'He's an old family retainer. |
can't pay him any longer but | couldn't convince him to leave me. He's very protective’

‘That'sred good of you, g, to look after the lady so," Adak Rourke said approvingly. Megenda
nodded and glowered.

‘Now then,’ Dinah said brightly. "Where can | get transport to TananaBay? Here?

‘Here? And Adak Rourke crowed alaugh, then sobered. 'Well, here's as good a place to hear the
bad news as any. Right now, dl the curlies are busy with them hunters that keep swarmin' in like summer
bite-hards. The dog teams are booked up for the next two weeks.’

‘“What about shuttles? Surdly..." and she waved vaguely at the space port.

‘Dama, | don't know where you come from but there's one copter available to this entire planet and
it'sborrowed and late returning from where it went to, and no other air transport at al since Intergal
reclamed al they had.’

‘Redlly?I've heard this planet isfull of opportunities’

Rourke snorted, shuffling papers around asif he knew what he was doing with things that had to be
read.

‘Who wasit exactly told you dl this? Not that | mean to pry, Dama, but someone mided you
proper.’

Dinah waved vagudly. 'l can't recall hisname. | was S0 excited about what he was saying. He said
he'd been here with a Captain Fiske.’

‘“Huh!" Rourke's eyebrows climbed in search of hisreceding hairline. 'Captain Fiske ain't exactly had
Petaybee's best interests at heart. Y ou should be careful where you get your information, Dama. But just
because Fiske'sacurly's arse ain't no reason you're not welcome. Y ou know anything about deep sea
fishin?

‘Not much,’ Dinah admitted, 'but I'm willing to learn.’

Adak snorted again. 'Little thing like you might have fast fingers and be good at gutting but youre a
mitelight for fishin' work.’

‘Isthat al that happens at TananaBay?

‘Sure, an't much else up that way.’

Dinah said, 'Neverthdess, I'd like to go, unless, of course, my information was wrong. Where could |
get in touch with the town leaders and enquire about my relations?

‘ Short of TananaBay, nowhere’



“Youveacomunit...’

‘Oh, that one! That only tells me when there's spacers comin' in. Ain't got no link to anywhere. Not
even Kilcoole’

‘Kilcoole? Dinah paused. That name sounds familiar.’

“You could get to Kilcoole. Snoclell be back onitsregular run soon. Got some mail and stuff for the
Governor.’

‘The Governor? Dinah asked asinnocently asif she hadn't been sending the man ransom demands
for the past few days.

“Y eah, Sean Shongili," and now the little man seemed to swell his chest out with pride. 'He's even got
aCubelikethisone’

‘Oh?

‘Had to," Adak rattled on with abroad grin. 'Y ana's cabin - she's Colond now - was so chuck full of
paperwork you could barely find Sean inthe middle of it dl.’

‘Redly?

“Yup, and that O. O'Nelll' He peered at her alittle too closely for comfort but she couldn't see how
one man would know about the correspondence of everyone on the planet, immigration officer or no. 'l
don't suppose you're an O'Neill too, are you? Never met one before and now they're comin’ out of the
woodwork.’

Dinah contained her start of surprise. She quite ddliberately hadn't given thelittle man her name.

‘O. O'Nelll? She could aso look exceedingly blank.

‘Oscar O'Nelll of the Nabatira Structural Cube Company?

‘Never heard of him. Why did you say he was here? And, Dinah thought to hersdlf, how did
Nabatira Cubes get to poor backwater Petaybee?

“He brought in the four Cubes that we got sent.’

“Y ou mean these Cubes - they're very expensive articles, in case you didn't know - werejudt...
bestowed on you?

‘ Sure were, ‘cos we couldn't afford 'em, being new at being an independent planet. Say, can you read
and write?

‘Yes,' Dinah said, adding in her mind,’ doesn't everyone? just as she also redlized this man could do
neither.

‘Teacher? and Adak leaned forward eagerly. 'We got one at Kilcoole - Wild Star Furey, and she's
doing the job atreat. Why, two of our kids already read their-selves right through the primer they were
given four weeks ago.’

‘Well, you're an up-and-coming independent planet then. Big tourist trade?

‘Tourist? Oh, you mean the hunters? Well, we don't know yet how they come to know about us,’ and
Adak did not approve. They don't know how to hunt proper on Petaybee. Worse, they keep getting lost
and not knowing how to speak to Petaybee to find out where they are’

‘Speak to Petaybee?

‘Wai, some of 'em'’s not done bad. But now the whole kit and kaboodl€'s here we can't get rid of
‘em. Them and the druggists...’

‘What would druggigs...?

‘Oh, you know the sort, Dama, big shots from drug companies. They think al they gottadoisdig
plants or strip leaves and make pots of stuff to sall for bags of credits.” Adak scoffed. "They've another
think coming and most of 'em isawful dow. They eat alot, too.’

‘And that's bad?

‘Wai, lucky we had agood harvest this year, long spring, good summer. Got abumper crop, or
would haveif dl these folks hadn't dumped on us. Oppor-tooo-nistsis what Sean cals'em. They sure
arelousing up our opportunities’



‘Maybe we should go to Kilcoole? Dinah suggested.

Adak eyed her shipsuit and her neat jacket critically. 'Wal, you ain't dressed proper for anything but
the snocle, Dama, and one of our driversis unfortunately being held by pirates offathe planet. Sorry for
theinconvenience. Y ou can St over there." He pointed to the rough benches lining the wall. 'Won't be too
long. A couplahourstill those guys bring uswhatever pile o' junk's going to Sean thistime.’

Dinah and Megenda exchanged glances but obediently sat themsalves down. The Cube might appear
windowless from outside but there was a strip of oneway plasglass al around, affording them agood
view of the activity around the spacer through the light snowfall.

‘ Captain Louchard's not going to like us waiting about,” M egenda murmured to Dinah.

‘1 know, but it can't be helped,’ she replied and crossed her dim legs. She had much to think over
while shewaited. At least the building was warmish. And the snow would hidethe little shuttle craft she
and Megenda had arrived in. Shefingered the finder in her pocket which would alow them to locate the
craft no matter how much snow covered it.

Adak Rourke had turned away from them to his comunit. '... that Muktuk wrote..." he was saying.
‘That'sarogue, Una’

Dinah had been a pirate long enough that she didn't care for it when someone was communicating
long distance while she was in the room and without an escape route. She sauntered back up to Rourke's
desk asif bored and sat on the edge of the desk.

‘So tdl me, Adak. I'm awfully curious about this Tanana Bay. Whereisit anyway? Actudly, | was
wondering if there wasamap of this planet or something. | can't imagine the whole place being arctic.’

‘Well, itis, Dama. Doctor Fiske saysthat's'cos we only got continents on the poles with nothin' in the
middle - well, not so far. Governor saysthe planet's workin' on makin' middle bits but it'll take aspell.
Now then, asfor amap,’ he reached into the middle drawer of adesk and drew forth amuch-creased
sheet of paper with amonochrome photo on it. Theres not alot but Dr Fiske give usthisaeria map and
showed uswhere Kilcooleis. | can show you where other places areif you got abit of time.’

She smiled sweetly. 'From what you say, I've quite abit of that. So, then, whereisit?

‘Right about - well, first you have to find Savoy and Harrison's Fjord which are

“Why, when | want to go to Tanana Bay?

‘Snot that smple, Dama. Y ou have to get your reference points, like and’

The desk was suddenly thrown into shadow as Megendaloomed as only he could. 'Stop staling.
Give usthe coordinates’

Sean Stresked from the Kilcoole Cubein a stream of papers when Una gave him Adak's message.

‘He said the lady Muktuk and Chumiawrote to was here looking for her relatives, Sean,” Unatold
him. 'Said shewas an O'Nelll if ever he saw one. Hell try to keep them there.’

‘Are Muktuk and Chumiadtill in town?

‘No, sr. They went homeright after leaving the message.’

‘Send ateam after them and if you can't locate one, send Sinead on skis. She'sthe fastest inthe
village. Damn, without the Company here, were going to have to organize some kind of policeforce’

“How about Madame Algemeine's organization?

‘Good idea. Ask Whit to get amessage to Gal-Three. But no-oneisto move in until we can
safeguard Y anaand the others.’

‘Where are you going, Sir?

‘For aswim,' he said.

Una shook her head as she watched him tear off hisfur vest and shirt as he ran towardstheriver.
Other people bundled up to go outdoors in this weather. Sean stripped down. She liked these people,
sheredly did, but she doubted she'd ever understand them.

Evenin sed form, svimming asfast as hisflippers could take him, Sean arrived at SpaceBase too
late. Adak was on the floor of the Cube, alarge bump purpling on his head. 'Big sucker hit me," he said.



"The lady was nice enough, though. They wanted a map to TananaBay.’

‘Did they now? At least we know where they're going.’

‘Yeah, but | don't think theré's any way we can get thereintime.’

‘I can,’ Sean said grimly.

Fortunately, the river ran close by the Cube and Sean dashed back out the door, still stark naked,
dived in and disappeared under the water. Adak touched his bump gingerly. ‘Musta got him outa bed or
somethin', he said. 'l couldaloaned him some pants anyway, if held stopped long enough. ..’

Megendawas aready at the shuttle's controls and Dinah O'Neill was just about to climb inwhen a
disturbance on the river caused her to pause. She was hereto sus out this planet and its peculiarities.

Her eye had been caught by the sight of the river-ice bursting open, frothing with bubbles, then
geysering threefeet into the air asalarge slvery sed jumped on to the bank. She was about to turn away
when the sedl turned into awell-built naked man, one of her favourite tourigt attractions.

The man ran into the Cube and Dinah smiled.

“Y ou comin'? Megenda grunted.

‘Inamoment,’ she said, and her wait was rewarded. After afew minutes the door to the Cube flung
open, the naked man ran out, jumped back into the water and disappeared beneath the ice.

She saw Adak Rourke standing in the doorway, scratching his head, looking dightly nonplussed, not
much the worse for wear, and not terribly surprised at his visitor's appearance. Perhaps she was being
unimaginative in her assessment of the possibilities of this place.
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Oh, Lordee, thought Johnny, kidnapping's come back into vogue! Thisisridiculous. 'And s0," he said
aoud, 'just how many dyou think you can cram in my copter?

Zing Chi smiled with plessant maevolence. 'Y ou will cdl for others’

At that point, Loncie snorted, Pablo guffawed and Johnny just grinned.

‘Man, you're looking at the sole and only copter available in this or any other Petaybean hemisphere.
And | only got so much fud left in the tanks. So stop waving that thing at melike it could argue the case
for you.

Citanoticed that it was hard to see the men, for the light had gradualy faded while they stood talking.

Youngling, you are safe? Coaxtl's nimbly voice was like awarm blanket.

“Yes,' she answered, automatically looking around to spot her friend.

At the edge of the ring of armed workers she could dimly make out the shadowy form of the boy she
had seen earlier from the copter. Beside him, a pair of eyes shone. Citaknew it was Coaxtl. Then she
saw the next pair of eyes, lower down, and the outline of apair of smdler tufted ears. Another pair of
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eyeswas beside

Coaxtl's then, and, coming from the darkness, another and another and another.

Shewas about to tug at Captain Johnny's deeve to point out what she saw when someone screamed
and all a once, several other people did too.

‘Quiet!" Zing Chi hollered. 'Quiet, you morons! What isthe matter with you? He strode into the
crowd and smacked the first screamer he met. But when he raised his hand to smack the next, atall man,
Zing Chi's heed tilted back as his gaze travelled up and up and up, into the snarling face of astanding
polar bear. The crowd suddenly grew much more dense as the hundred or so workers shrank towards
the copter and thering of Petaybean snow lions and polar bears, wolverines and wolves, and other large
animds staked dowly forward.

Zing Chi retreated until he came up againgt Johnny. Johnny had taken the opportunity to draw his
sidearm and now he gave Citaan enquiring glance.

Just then Coaxtl's voice spoke in her head. None will hurt you, Youngling. But these onesare a
plague to the Home and we have come to see that they go no further .

Citapulled Johnny's shoulder down and whispered thisinformation in his ear.

Johnny covered Zing Chi and said, 'If those weed-whips of yourswill burn, | suggest you build afire.
These crittersdon't like fire very much!’

‘| guessyou don't want to tell them the bad news, eh, Captain Johnny? asked Pablo. 'What bad
news? Zing Chi asked. 'We only told you what cures people make on this planet. Animals have their
own remedies. A polar bear that hasn't mated for awhile, for instance...’

Aboard the pirate ship

Y anawas lying on her bunk listening to Namid give Diego and Bunny an astronomy lesson. Bunny
soaked up everything Namid had to say but Diego made apain of himsdf, playing teaching assistant.
Marmie was ad eep.

The door to their cramped quarters opened and Dinah O'Neill poked her head in. 'Y ana, could we
tak?

‘What about? Y anaasked cautioudy. Wasthis the part where the pirates got her off alone and
tortured her?

Dinah smiled sweetly. 'Jugt alittle girl-to-girl stuff. I thought you might want to. I've been down to see
your planet. | think | may have seen your husband.’

Y anawas on her feet and at the door so quickly she almost ran Dinah down.

‘“What did Sean say? she asked, recklessy grabbing the smaller woman's arm. 'How on earth could
he meet your demands? Surely Sean'sloyaty to Petaybee was more urgent than even hislovefor her
and their unborn child.

Dinah gave her asecretive feline smile. 'l didn't exactly talk to him.’

‘But you did see him?

‘Nice-looking guy who turnsinto aseal?

How had she learnt Sean's secret? Well, since the wedding, adightly more open secret. Y ana
nodded. 'That would be Sean.’

‘Ohyes, | saw him - quitealot of him actualy. How does he do that?

For achange Dinah was not accompanied by Megenda or any other heavies. Y anatoyed with the
ideaof overpowering her, but curiosity about what Dinah had seen on Petaybee made her decide to wait.
Besides, once she overpowered Dinah, then what? Take on the rest of the pirates? She could hold Dinah
hostage but pirates like Louchard weren't known for their unswerving devotion to their friends.

Dinah led her into atiny room which boasted a desk and adouble bed. Y ana raised an eyebrow.

‘I didn't realize Namid was so serious about the divorce when | brought him aboard. | thought | could
get him to reconsider. What did you think? | take turns with the crew?

Y anasaid nothing but the eyebrow stayed aoft.



“You did, didn't you? Dinah seemed amused, but there had been an edge to her query.

‘What you do in bed isnone of my businessand | don't think that's why you wanted to talk to me.
Whét's on your mind?

‘Now, Yana

‘| prefer Colonel Maddock-Shongili, if you don't mind.

‘Heavens, there's no need to be so stuffy. Y ou're coadministrator of awhole planet now. That makes
you apoalitician. I'm aprivateer. So you see, we have alot in common.’

‘If you only brought me hereto insult me, I'd like to return to my nice, convivid cel please’

“You arent making thiseasy..." Dinah said.

‘Gee, I'm sorry. | didn't know | was supposed to.’

‘| thought you wanted to return to your planet. I'm just trying to tell you that there might be away, but
itll betricky.’

‘ Getting Louchard to agree?

‘Bdieveit or not, the Captain will be easier to convince than the crew. If it was up to Megenda, you'd
all be spaced. Y ou have no ideathe personnel problems one hastrying to obtain crewmen who are rough
enough to do the job but till controllable. It can be ared nightmare

‘I'm sure you didn't ask me hereto tell me how hard it isto get good help these days, Dinah. Will you
get tothefraggin' point?

Dinah dropped her confidentid air, and became very businesdike. Thefraggin' point, Colone
Maddock-Shongili, isthat under certain circumstances | can use my influence to return you to the planet.
One of those circumstancesisthat you must personaly guarantee my safety and that of my crew, when
and if wereleaseyou.’

‘| certainly won't be able to arrange for your guarantee unless| am freeto do so,' Yanasaid
acerbicdly. 'What €l se?

‘I have businessin aplace called Tanana Bay. |'ve obtained an aerial map which leavesalot to be
desred...’

‘How? Sean didn't just giveit to you!’

‘No, acunning old devil named Adak pointed it out’

‘Adak isBunny'suncle. You didn't hurt him?

Dinah shrugged. 'Megenda had to give him alove tap but he was standing in the door of aNabatira
Cube that seemed to be functioning as an immigration office. He was dert and watching your Spouse's
bare asssink into the river when last | saw him. He'sfine. But the map istoo damned indistinct - no
roads, no towns, no names. Well need aguide to the settlement and | aso want to find one of those -
whaddayacalems? Communion caves?

‘“Wouldn't you prefer the one at McGee's Pass perhaps, or Savoy, to view the fruits of your previous
efforts?

‘ After what happened to Satok and company? No thanks. Listen, | hope you're not holding that
against metoo?

‘It'snot me you have to worry about, mate," Yanasaid drolly.

‘Well, then, | haveto worry about whatever it isthat alegedly makes Petaybee. .. unusud - at least
unusua enough to allow ahuman being to do what your husband did. Change, | mean. | hope whatever
that iswon't hold Satok's operation against me. All | knew about that business was that the men
ddivered such and such an ore to such and such asite and that they had devel oped something involving
Petrased that |et them succeed a mining where the Company had been unableto.’

Y analeaned forward and said with al the earnestnessin her, ‘Dinah, if | have to personally cover
every inch of ground near Tanana Bay to find the communion place for you | will do so just to watch you
tell that story to the planet and hear what response you get. But what are you going to tell Louchard if the
planet refusesto consder your demands?



Til think of something,’ she said. 'Now, however, it'stimefor usal to climb into the shuttle and take
you home, don't you think?

‘ And Bunny, Diego, Marmion and Namid? Bunny's probably the best one to guide you.’

* And not much good to me otherwise. Actudly, Marmion has become abit of aliability, deightful as
her company has been. Had it not been for her offer of atransport fee, I'm afraid the boss might have
done something dragtic to... er... diminate the danger.

But afeeisafeeand I'd much rather drop her off on your quaint little planet than deliver her to her
door on Ga-Three where I'm sure her friends and employeeswould al bethereto greet me. And |
suppose I'd best face it that it's al over between Namid and me. Petaybee's as good a place as any for
the tasteless bastard.’ She gave adeep sigh. 'Oh, very well. Y ou can haveit al your way for now. Therel
It's settled! Don't you fed better now that we've talked things over? | know | do!’

The moment the hatch opened, Bunny took a sniff and said, with adeep sigh of satisfaction, 'Home.’

Snow wasfdling againgt apink and tangerine twilight, gilding the heavy snow-cover with rose and
gold, aglistening sheet stretching to mountains dwarfed by the distance.

‘Very good, sweetie,' Dinah O'Nelll snapped. '‘But | aready knew thiswas your home. Where
exactly and specificaly are we?

Megenda was climbing out behind Dinah, but as soon as he stepped on the narrow gangplank, the
port side of the shuttle sank approximately four feet into the ground, cracking the big pirate's chin on the
ledge.

Bunny made aface. 'Sinkholes. From the permafrost, you know.’

Megenda's foot was trapped between the side of the hole and the shuttle. The other two pirates were
left insgde the shuttle which continued to list further into the weter.

‘Thefraggin' holesfilling up with water," Megenda bellowed. The words werejust out of his mouth
when the hatch closed abruptly.

‘Oops,' Yanasaid, watching the shuttle and the pirate Sink further. ‘I don't think that's asinkhole after
al, Bunny. | think we may have landed on ice and it broke through under the shuttleésweight.' She called
down into the hole, 'Hope you can swim, Megenda.' Dinah stepped to the edge of the hole to help the
first mate but the ice broke under her foot. Had Namid not grabbed her, she, too, would have falenin
the black and freezing water. As the hole broadened, Megenda lurched with his handsto find ahold on
the exterior of the shuttle and managed to catch one of the security hooks, his heavy body precarioudy
dangling now from the one hand.

‘Help him!" Dinah said, reaching for her laser pistol which Namid had deftly extracted from her belt
when he kept her from falling into the hole. 'Damn!" and she clenched her fistsin frugtration at itsloss.
'Why should | help him? Diego asked. Y ou guaranteed safe conduct,’ Dinah reminded

Yana

‘| didn't mean againgt natural disasters,’ Yanasad.

‘He'd be no great lossto me!’

‘Hes il ahuman in trouble on my planet,’ Bunny said, down on her sscomach and ready to give
assistance. 'Diego, Namid, hold on to my ankles!’

Marmion hesitated only amoment before extending the link by grabbing Diego's ankles.

‘Oh, very well,' Yanasaid, and started to flop down on the ground, but Namid shoved her away and
took her place, holding Marmion's ankles.

“Y ou mugt think of your child, Colonel, hetold her. 'Here, Megendal Take my hands,' Bunny told the
pirate. 'We can pull you out but you're going to have to turn loose of the shuttle first. Swing your body
thisway.' Megendalet go of the shuttle and grabbed Bunny's arms so quickly she screamed in pain. Next
he got ahold of her long hair, pulling himself haf out of the water, literdly climbing over her to get out of
the freezing weter.

Theice cracked ominoudy under the load it now bore and the edge disintegrated abruptly so that



Bunny hung face down into the opening, looking into black water while the pirate hoisted himsdlf over her
legsto Diego, whaose grip on Bunny's ankles dipped as she tilted downwards.

When Megenda hauled himself on to the secure bank, Y anawaloped him on the jaw with Dinah's
laser pistol which Namid had passed over to her.

‘Get off those kids, you assl* she commanded. He dumped sideways, relinquishing hishold on both
Diego'sarms. Dinah and Y ana both scrambled forward on their kneesto haul the girl out of the hole.

Y ana collgpsed in the snow, coughing and panting, while Diego and Bunny nursed various bruises and
grainsthe big pirate had inflicted.

Dinah crept forward and peered over the edge of the hole and then considered the precarious cant to
theshuttle.

‘| don't suppose they can just fly out of there, can they? Y ana asked.

Dinah shook her head. 'One skid is caught under the edge of theice. They're off balance.’

‘On the bridge side, at least the shuttle seemsto be ableto float.’

Bunny said, "Y ana, we gotta get out of here. | can fed the temperature dropping and this gear of
theirsisn't good for more than minus seventy-five.’

‘It gets colder than that this early? Dinah asked appalled.

Bunny nodded. 'I'd be al right, | expect, but the rest of you are in trouble unless we get to shelter
pretty quick.’

‘Have you got aclue wherethetown is, Bunny?

Y ana asked.

‘If we'reright on - dmost in - the Bay, it's got to be over that way,' Bunny said, pointing to what
looked to Y analike an identica piece of the snow-covered terrain al around them. 'Sorry. | usualy
come by dogded adong thetrail and don't need to passthisway. I've no landmarks here, except the
mountains, so well have to head that way until | can get my bearings. And we do have to move or you're
al going to freeze’

‘Right," Y anasaid. 'How about the communion place? Do you know where that isfrom here?

Bunny shook her head. 'It'swithin the town someplaceisdl | know. When it wastherr turn to give the
latchkay | was sick and couldn't go.’

‘OK, then,' Yanasad, 'let's move out. On your feet, you,' she commanded, using her toe to nudge
Megenda, who groaned but remained limp.

“Y ou shouldn't have hit him so hard,’ Dinah said.

‘I should have let him drown," Yanatold her. 'And hell bethefirst to freeze, wet asheis. So come
on, Namid, Diego, you're strong! Let's get him up and head on out of here’

Gal-3

Dr Matithew Luzon, gtriding along the corridor from the shuttle which had brought him back to his
head offices on Gal-3, was feding very good in himsdlf. Assiduous gpplication of the physiotherapy
exercises, careful diet and salf-discipline had completely restored him to the level of physica fithesswhich
he deemed necessary for aman with hisresponsbilities.

He had been reviewing applicantsfor the positions|eft open by the defection of the highly paid and
supposedly loyd assistantsthat he had brought with him on the disastrous Petaybee investigation. Those
who had survived theinitia stages of security clearance were awaiting himin his office. Hewas going to
gart afresh on the many tasks awaiting aman of his reputation and abilities. He could look ahead now,
for bigger and better things.

A gaggle of people coming from the passenger lounge were advancing on him in asolid phalanx,
leaving no space for anyone to pass. Frowning, he gestured with hisright hand for them to clear to the
sdeto dlow him to pass. But then he saw the reason for such amass: aninvalid vehicle, one of the
newest types, wasin the midst of the people, its occupant turning from left to right as he issued astream
of orders which were being recorded. To Matthew's intense surprise, the man in the chair was none other



than Farringer Ball, Secretary Generd of Intergd: the one man he cared less about seeing than any other
in the galaxy; the very one whose intransigence had resulted in the wretched planet being
adjudged'sentient’ and autonomous, ruining al Luzon's careful plansfor itsfuture.

‘Why, Farringer,' Luzon said in his heartiest voice, tingeing it with concern and sympathy for the
invalid's condition, ‘whatever has happened to you?

‘Luzon? Farringer's voice was awispy croak and Luzon was genuindly shocked at the man's
condition. The chair obvioudy contained life-support devices, for Luzon was now close enough to see
the ubiquitous tubes attached to the man a one end and the machine under the seat of the chair on the
other. 'Recovered from your injury?

‘Indeed, and | could wish you the same good fortune. Whatever has reduced you to this sorry state?
Not that Luzon wasn't delighted to see that Justice was being served in Ball's case.

‘On your way to Petaybee, are you? For one of their miracle cures? Luzon smiled gracioudly,
twigting the knife of hiswordsinto Ball'swizened carcase.

‘To Petaybee? Farringer Ball's wheeze went up an octave and he stared at Luzon in surprise. 'Why
should | go there, of dl places?

‘“Why, hadn't you heard? Since the board so nobly decided that Intergal should withdraw and alow
Terraform B itsautonomy, every drug company in the galaxy istrying to sgn up the exclusiverightsto
the therapeutic trestments available only there! Partidly true, of course, Since representatives were on the
planet, although, according to L uzon's informants, none of them had reported back to their head offices,
or anywhere, on theresults of their missons.

‘“What therapeutic treatments? Bal snapped and half of the crowd around him looked expectantly at
Luzon for the answer.

L uzon then redized that medics of one kind or another made up most of the groupies around the
Secretary Generd.

‘“Why, | thought you'd have heard. Y ou dways know what's going on in the medicad field,' and Luzon
could afford to be dightly condescending: poor hedlth was Bdll'strue reward. 'There is something about
the pure air and organically grown food products on Petaybee, not to mention the ambience, that
absolutely changesaman!’

‘It does? Ball wheezed. 'How? He peered suspicioudy up at the obvioudy robustly healthy Luzon.
'Y ou only brokeyour legs..." Histoneimplied that that didn't take much hedling.

‘True," and Luzon leaned down conspiratorialy. 'But then | didn't need the specid sort of healing that
only Petaybee provides. Weredly shouldn't have let the planet out of our control, you know. You'd be
glowing with hedlth again if you'd taken the cure there’

‘Taken the cure? What cure?

‘Now that | don't know in any particulars, I'm afraid,’ Luzon replied, knowing that he had Ball just
where he wanted him. 'Of course, now that Interga no longer has any rights on the planet, its
adminigrators.. . if you can cal such novices by that term,’ and he permitted a belittling sneer in hisvoice,
‘are of course setting up amonaopoly on the surface. | redly fed that one cannot put aprice on such
natural benefits and one certainly shouldn't restrict those who are chosen to receive the cureto such a
narrow category...’

‘What category? What monopoly? What natural benefits? Ball's agitation made his wheeze worse
and he started coughing, adry, hard rasping sound despite the fact that he was aso spraying spit around
him.

Luzon moved adiscreet step to one side. ‘Well, I'm no longer au courant with the latest
developments, but they have been amazing. Truly amazing. | wonder that none of your medica advisers
have suggested the Petaybean Cure to you. I1t'd make anew man of you, I'm sure.’ From the avid
expression in Bal's eyes, Luzon knew that hislittle spiel had had the desired effect. 'Do hope you're
fedling better real soon, Farrie. Nice to have seen you. Must rush.’

As soon as he had |eft the gaggle behind him, Luzon indulged in asmugly satisfied chuckle. The



trangport business he had backed to get as many people to Petaybee's surface as possible may have
cometo acrashing hdt, but there were other ways of overloading the planet and proving that it could not
take care of itsdlf and/or itsinhabitants, much lessany visitors. CIS would have to step in and dter the
current arrangement. Planets could not, should not, go about managing themsalves, notina
well-organized inter-gaactic civilization. Citizens of the galaxy had the right to pursue commercid
ventures whenever these were possible. Citizens were aso guaranteed certain basic rights and Petaybee
jeopardized these by its very existence.

And then there was the matter of Marmion de Revers Algemeine. Luzon had heard nothing on the
news media about the kidnapping. ‘Nothing' on that Situation was the best news he could possibly
imagine. That took care of her: permanently. When wasit he and Torkd Fiske were to meet? He tapped
up his engagements on hiswristpad. Ah, thisevening. Very good. They had alot to talk about. Petaybee
might not be a lost world after dl.
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Muktuk and Chumia had been home ten days when Sinead arrived on skis. As she was delivering her
message while wrapped in warm blankets and sipping from the hot tea Chumia brewed for her, one of
the men on sea-watch reported that a very funny-looking seal had just beached itsdlf off the ice-pack.

‘Sean!" Sinead cried, and threw off her blankets, pulled on her gtill snow-wet coat, and headed out
the door, the others behind her.

‘Sean? Chumia asked, open-mouthed. 'Y our brother Sean?

‘Bring clothes!" Sinead yelled back over her shoulder to Muktuk, but Chumiahad aready shoved
Muktuk's latchkay snowpants and parkainto hisarms.

‘By dl the powersthat be, if it ain't the guv himsalfl" Muktuk said when he saw Sean striding briskly
towards them, sanguine, purposeful and naked.

“Nobody mentioned thiswas a dress occasion,’ Sean said, grinning. 'Sis, I'm glad to see you. Have
you told them what's up?

*She said somethin’ about that pirate kinswoman of ours maybe comin' for avigt..." Muktuk said.

‘That'sright," Sean said, pulling on the snowpants. 'And we want to make sure she hasawarm
reception, don't we? Well need to get as many folks as possible armed with whatever they have.’

‘Wetold her if shelost her job she should come,” Muktuk said reluctantly. 'Greeting her with an
armed mob doesn't seem redl hospitable.’

‘Not amob, aposse,' Sean said. 'She and one of her henchmen hit Adak Rourke over the head and
stole that aerid map Whittaker Fiske gave usto get them here. | don't think she's coming hereto settle,
Muktuk. I'm hoping she'sready to do adedl for Y ana, Bunny and the others. | doubt shell come without
asuitable escort of her own so we'll need asuitable one, too.”
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‘Right you are, guv.’

Sean was impatient to get the ‘welcoming' organized, but Chumiawas firm that he needed to befed
and dried properly. While doing that, he could till tell them what he had in mind...

‘We don't want to be rash and hurt the poor girl if she'sonly running scared, Chumia said. 'Perhaps
her boss made her hit Adak. Maybe that other man was her boss and she's till tryin' to get loose from
him.

“Y ou've seen no sign of ashuttle? Or any strangerswalking in?

Muktuk snorted at that latter possibility and shook his head over the former.

‘Wdll, either way,' Sean said. 'l need to visit the communion place.’

‘Surething, guv. Chumia, you get that end of the rug and I'll get this," he said and together the O'Neills
pulled away the thick rug woven in shades of green and gold in astair-step pattern. A trapdoor was
revedled, and well-worn steps which led to the permafrost cave Sean remembered from three former
latchkays. Thefirst time held cometo TananaBay for alatchkay and had seen three villages worth of
peaple pouring into the O'Nellls tiny cabin, he'd been astounded, until he'd seen aline of folks
disappearing into the floor.

Now he and Sinead descended the stairs carved out of stone and ice. Chumiaheld alamp for them
whilethe family cat scampered aheed, nearly tripping them. 'It'll be dark down there, Chumia said.

But it wasn't. One entire wall of the entrance chamber was glowing with a pattern of
phosphorescence similar to the sort which Sean had seen in the under-river grotto.

‘My goodness, will you look at that? Chumia clucked while the cat rubbed against the wall then
stretched so that its paws touched the lower part of the design. "Y ou're going to think I'm aterrible
housekeeper, guv, letting mould grow in the communion place. It's never done that before. Didn't think it
could, permafrost beingiceand dl.’

‘Never? These aren't here from the last latchkay?

‘No, sir. What's dl these wiggles mean?

‘Looks likewaves,” Sinead said, peering closdly. 'Here and here!’

‘Waves..." the cave repeated.

The cat chirruped asif it too wastrying to say ‘waves.

‘Itis,’ Sean said, pointing to the apex. 'This must be where we are now - near these waves, and this
circle represents the rest of the North - then more waves outside and the outer circle’

‘Waves, circlessssss ...’

‘What about the linesthat end in circles here? and, ignoring the echo, Sinead pointed to the spiralled
figure somewhat to the left of the midpoint between the lines. "And here? This on€e's clear down beyond
the waves. What do you suppose it means?

‘Trouble spots? Sean guessed. 'Like before?

Thistimethe echo didn't repest itsdlf. ‘Means trouble spots like before,' it sad digtinctly.

The cat jJumped asif someone had thrown water on it and bolted back up the steps and into the
house. They could hear the cat-flap il flapping asthey continued studying the diagram.

Dinah O'Nelll was not happy about leaving her shuttle stranded on the ice, like some sort of
mongirous seaanimal.

‘It'swatertight, isn't it? Bunny asked her and shrugged when Dinah had to admit it was. Then even if
it falsinto the weter, they'redl right in there, aren't they?

‘Sink? Dinah cried aghast.

‘Well, not redly,’ Bunny said and there might have been some who thought she was ddliberately
teasing Dinah O'Nelll but she was merdly talking out loud. '‘Besides, | think that hol€ll freeze over as soon
asit turnsdark and the shuttl€ll be OK. Frozen in, of course, but safe. Speaking of freezing, wed better
get going. Yana, I'll scout ahead. Y ou keep the others moving, OK?

Y anaflipped her asdute. 'Aye, aye, maam. Wereright behind you.’



What Bunny didn't say - nor did either Y anaor Diego mention - was very obviousto her: the sun was
westering and they hadn't much daylight Ieft to get where they wouldn't freeze. Bunny struck out at a
good pacein the generd direction of TananaBay. She would have preferred to go straight acrossthe
frozen inlet towards the main trail but that would waste time which they didn't have that much of. So she
headed towards the nearest high ground. Maybe there she could get agood look at the lay of the land
and correct thelr path.

Shewas dso aware - though she didn't mention it -that her little pouch waslike aminiature hot-bottle
and the warmth from it was keeping her warm.

Humans were so dense and so sow. Punjab didn't know how the planet put up with them sometimes.
Even drawing them abig picture wasn't enough.

Obvioudy that business across the water would have to be delegated - if humans were too thick to
understand, perhaps birds or waruses would have to explain it to them - but it was not ajob for cats.
Thissmpletask clearly was, however.

With satisfaction, Punjab felt the snow freezing to ice with each warm touch of his heavily furred paw,
Home co-operating with its chosen messenger - the feet of the planet, as hiskind considered themsalves.
Confidently, he trotted on towards his quarry.

Bunny devoutly wished for her snowshoes as she blazed atrail through the two-foot-high drifts, her
foot sinking through to the knee with each step. She deliberately squashed down as much snow as she
could every time she made atrack, but it was laborious going. After a short time, she returned to the
othersto encourage them and see if she could help them.

Megenda was shivering so much he staggered with the shakings. She thought of giving him her jacket,
snce she could stand the cold better than he could, but it wasfar too small for him. Aswas everyone
elsg's. And the pouch which was doing such afine job and making her fedd warm wouldn't do thefirst
mate one damned bit of good.

When they reached the first copse, she did consider starting afire to dry him out but that would take
too much time out of the little daylight they had |€ft.

Bunny gave Megendafull marksfor keeping up, despite his shuddering chills. It was Dinah O'Neill
who was having the worgt time of it, being rather short in theleg and having to take little running stepsto
keep up with the others. But she grimly plodded, skipped, hopped on and didn't fall more than astep
behind.

Diego was beginning to puff, too. He wasn't asfit as he had been, what with lounging around
Marmion's gpartment on Ga-3 and then the kidnapping. Those walks around the pirate ship had not
been any subgtitute for proper exercise. He was grumbling and acted annoyed that Bunny didn't seemto
be as affected as he was. But he noticed that Y anawas clutching at her side from timeto time.

Bunny knew she couldn't help Diego or the others by dowing down. She trudged back up the path
she had made and then began laborioudy cutting through the snow once more. It was heavy work and
she was soon o weary of it shefet like crying but the tears would only freeze and make her more
miserable. Wouldn't it be weird to have been freed from the pirates and findly return home, only to freeze
to degth before she could be found? Actualy, with the new-falling snow masking the fading horizon, help
could be quite close by and they'd never know until they found her frozen corpse. And the others. It had
happened more than once.

‘Helllooo, anybody!" she cdled into the gathering darkness. 'Sainte! It'sme, Bunny! |sanybody
there? Hellooo! Come and get me now!”’

Then something that wasn't supposed to be possible happened. She was right out there in the open
ar, notinacaveor avaley or anything and an echo picked up her voice, likeit had done afew weeks
ago when Phon

Tho visited, likeit had done at Y anaand Sean's wedding.

‘HELLOO, ITSME, ME, ME, ME..." the echo said.

And then it blended with a somewhat smaller voice, MEOW MEOW meow!", a cat's meow



complaining over and over again.

Bunny caled back, glad to hear the cat. Did that mean that Clodagh was behind? But no, the cat was
aone, appearing off to theright of her like alittle pinpoint of orange flame at firg, crying impatiently for
her to hurry forward. When Bunny backtracked to get the others, the cat sat at the end of thetrail she
hed made, waiting for them.

‘We're saved!' shetold Yana. 'A cat camefor us!’

‘Good," Megenda said. '‘How do you cook 'em?

“You dont,' Diego sad. "Y ou follow them.’

‘I've heard of awild goose chase but thisisridiculous,’ Dinah said. Bunny turned her back on them
and returned to the end of her trail. As soon asit saw her, the cat sashayed forward, tail held low to
protect the tenderest parts and brushing the snow. Single-file, they dogged forward after it.

The digtant lights of Tanana Bay appeared just about the time some of the party were thinking that
perhaps they'd do better for abit of arest, despite the fact that night had aready fallen and the air grew
colder by the minute, knifing through their skin until at last it was too numb to pain them. Only the
luminous eyes of the cat guided them when it turned in its tracks to regard them with impeatience. Didn't
they redlize it had supper waiting and anap to take?

Thefeding in Bunny'slegs had drained away some time ago though she continued to piston them in
and out of the snow while the others followed. Once they spotted the cabins, the cat cast her aglance,
then scampered away to disappear into the town.

Thewelcome sight of cabinsin the trees revived the flagging energies of everyonein the party. It
helped that the snow closer to the settlement was aready trampled into trails and they followed one of
these easily to the outermost cabin.

It was empty, though smoke still poured from the chimney. They dl gratefully crowded insdeto warm
themsalves by the fire. When Megendawould have crawled into the fireplace, Bunny hauled him back so
he wouldn't scorch himself. She did grab afur cover from the nearest bunk and draped it around his
shoulders. He could not seem to stop the shivering. There was soup in the kettle on the hob so Bunny
ladled him out a cup which he could barely hold in his hands without spilling.

‘Don't know how much of someone's supper we can take without them going short,’ Bunny said by
way of explanation when she saw the hopeful expression on Dinah O'Nelll's face as she, too, crowded
into the fireplace. Bunny wasright proud that neither Diego nor Y ana seemed to need the fire. Just being
in out of the cold was sufficient. 'No-one would object to Megenda having a cup of soup to stop those
shivers. You al get warm while | go see where people are,' she said, taking a parka off the peg on the
back of the door. The temperature would be dropping like a stone from a height.

Tanana Bay didn't boast half as many cabins as Kilcoole did but Bunny had been in several empty
places before she came to the Murphys, where the cat sat beside the fire cleaning the snow from
between its pawpads. The cat glanced up at her, then returned to its cleaning. She saw the raised
trapdoor and the open holein the floor. Leaning over the opening she could hear voices, excited voices,
lots of them.

‘Halooo down there?

There was no immediate response, except an echo of her call, probably because everyone was
talking so loudly. After waiting amoment, Bunny descended. She'd never seen acommunion place
entrance so bright, which would certainly have provoked alot of discussion on any occasion.

What she didn't expect to see were men and women armed with al kinds of homely weapons. axes,
staves, nets, pitchforks aswell asthe usua bows, lances and knives.

‘“What's happening? she cried, touching the first man on the arm.

‘Glad you could makeit, he said, giving her ascant look. "We got big trouble coming to Tanana Bay
and we'll need everybody we can get to turn 'em back.’

“Turn who back? And Bunny felt agelid spurt of fear. What had happened while they were
off-planet? Had Interga gone back on itsword?



‘That pirate! Louchard!" Someone ese explained, leaning around the first man to put in his quarter
credit.

‘Hey, you don't come from around here.’

‘No, I'm from Kilcoole but...’

‘Buneka!’ said the Voice.

‘Buneka? and that shout came from Sean's throat.

Bunny was so astonished to hear the VV oice come out with her own real name that she didn't react
until Sean had her in hisarms and was whirling her about, laughing and crying.

‘You'refree. You'reall right, and he was feeling her over to be sure shewas, his eyes both glad and
anxious, then he looked around her. 'Y ana?

‘She'sdl right, too, Sean, redly, she'sfine’

Sinead pushed through the crowd then and embraced Bunny as warmly as Sean had done, also
asking where Y anawas.

‘Hold it down," Sean said in aloud voice because everyone in the communion place wastrying to
understand who the newcomer was that the \ oice had recognized so unexpectedly.

So it took minutes before Bunny could explain and then minutes more before she madeit clear that
the pirate was not on Petaybee, only hisfirst mate and Dinah O'Neill were. Then she had to cam
Muktuk and Chumia down because they were so astonished, and gratified, that their kinswoman was
right in TananaBay. Immediately, they werein aquandary about welcoming her if shewasn't bringing
good news about Louchard and hiskidnap victims,

‘A moment's hush, please,’ Sean said in aloud authoritative voice. He was instantly obeyed as he
bowed his head to consider what to do next. Everyonetried not to fidget.

‘So," and now Sean was ready to recap, 'you've al been released and everyone is safe”?

‘Thanksto the cat upstairs,’ Bunny said. 'l don't know how it managed to find us - maybe it was out
hunting and heard me call, | suppose.’

Sean and the others exchanged sheepish glances. 'We dl had amap,” he admitted with athumb
jerked back to the till-glowing wall of the cave. 'But the cat acted on it while the rest of uswere
gathering aforce to protect ourselves from the pirates.’

‘The only two that are here are warming themsalves near by. Theresa couple of othersonice, you
might say, about where the map says," sheindicated the dowly fading spird and line, dribbling away as
the microscopic animal s forming the phosphorescence deserted the map to go on to more important
matters. Chumiabusily sketched the whole map on the back of her hand. The portion of the map that
crossed waves remained as bright and ddliberate asit had been when Bunny first arrived.

‘Y anatalked Dinah into getting L ouchard to release Marmie and Namid too, sincethey're afraid to
return Marmieto Gal-Three and can't get any ransom for her.’

‘Wait, wait! Who'sthis Namid? Sinead asked.

‘ An astronomer Louchard's also got imprisoned.' Bunny didn't explain about Namid being divorced
from Dinah because it wasn't redly an important detail. "We came in the Jenny's shuitle, only the damned
fool landed right on the edge of the ice so they're about to take adive off theiceinto theinlet...’ At
Sean's gasp of horror, 'Oh, Y ana, Diego and me aswell as Dinah O'Neill and the first mate got ashore
OK, but there are crewmen ill inside and they can't go nowhere right now.’

‘ And they'd have nowhere to go here either, so crowded we are,’ Sinead said sourly.

So everyone started talking a once again until Sean, in mid-flight up the stairson hisway to Y ana,
stopped and held up his hands.

‘OK now, folks, let'sjust calm down. If the ship's disabled, we can relax. There'sjust two peopleto
be considered and | think we can handle this, Muktuk, Chumia, Sinead and me. Go on back to your
homes and your dinners. And thank you very much for being so ready to stand on theline. Sure do
appreciate your support.’



Then, followed by Bunny, Sinead and the two Murphys, Sean swarmed up the stepstwo at atime.

‘“Where did you say you stashed them, Bunny? Sean asked when they got outside.

‘Firgt cabin | cameto,' and Bunny pointed. ‘M egenda was shaking so bad he needed to get warm't't’

‘Oh, that'd be the Sirgituks,’ Chumiasaid, smiling. They won't mind. They're sill down below. Shdl |
ask themto stay here, in our place, until we've got things al settled?

“Would you please, Chumia? Sean said with an gppreciative smile but he kept right on striding
towardsthe place where Y anawas.

Infact, he was at least ten stridesin front of Bunny and Muktuk when he reached the door and went
in. Bunny trotted to catch up and heard avery surprised Yanacall out Sean's name. When Bunny
entered the Sirgituks' cabin, they were locked in each other's arms, cheek to cheek, eyes closed, rocking
back and forth and not saying aword. Y ana's face was wet with tears.

Dinah O'Neill waslooking Sean up and down asif she was hunting for something she wasn't seeing
and there was a bit of asmirk to her grin. Megendawas il shivering, though not quite as violently now
that he had the warmth of the soup in him. Y ana and Diego had removed both of the pirates clothing and
their own in Bunny's absence, and were wrapped in the Sirgituks extra clothing and blankets. A kettle
boiled on the stove.

‘Dinah O'Nelll, thisis Muktuk Murphy-O'Neill and Chumia Murphy-O'Nelll, your kinfolk. And the
man by the fireis First Mate Megenda of the Jenny,’ said Bunny.

‘Greetings, kinswoman,” Muktuk said, ‘though | think we gotta do some straight talking before
anyone's going to want to welcome you proper, like. Now let's get this fella seen to. Whatcha think,
Snead? Give him atot of the Juice?

Sinead had followed Muktuk in and was eyeing Dinah O'Neill with aless than charitable expresson
on her face. She had relaxed on seeing that Y anawas well enough to cling to Sean and now she gavethe
shuddering Megenda her attention.

‘D'you have some of Clodagh's Juice?

Muktuk nodded. 'Always keep some handy since the time it brought my brother back to life, when he
fdl into the fish-hole thet winter.

He rummaged in one of the overhead cupboards in the kitchen corner of the house and dragged out a
medium-sized brown bottle, held it up to the light and twirled it, checking theleve of theliquid. Satisfied,
he got down aglass, poured in an exact two fingers of liquid, then handed the glassto Megenda.

‘Thisll stop those shivers before you come loose at the joints.”

Megendawas evidently willing, at this point, to drink anything that might reduce the chill he had taken.
Grasping both edges of the fur rug in one big hand, he took the glassin the other and swallowed the
contentsin one gulp.

Muktuk regarded him, and Megenda looked right back, sort of supercilioudy, until the Juice made
itself known in hisgullet. Then hiseyes bulged out, fit to pop from his head, and he gasped, exhding, and
even Bunny, on thefar Sde of the room, recoiled as his exhdation reached her.

Dinah O'Nelll looked angry. 'What did you give him?

‘Just what Clodagh would have given if shewas here,’ Bunny said smugly. Y ou watch. It'll stop those
shiversasif hed swallowed a hot poker.’

Megenda, mouth still wide open, dragged in a breath as degp asthe one he had just expel led, settled
itin hislungs, shook his head, and stood straight and tremorlessin front of thefire.

‘What wasin that? he asked in araspy voice, |etting the fur drop from his head. His observers could
now see the beads of sweat standing out on hisforehead. Close as held stood to the fire, it hadn't been
able to warm him to swesting.

Sean grinned. 'Clodagh Senungatuck makesit up for dogded driversto usein case of aducking.
Used it atime or two myself to good effect.’

“When you come out of the water after agood swim? asked Dinah O'Neill with an odd smile on her



lips as she regarded Sean, her head tilted to one side.

He gave her along stare. Then he smiled back at her. 'l don't need it on those occasions, Dama. I'm
in my element then." He gestured to the table, pulled out one of the chairsand settled Yanainit. He
hadn't let go of her hand dl thistime and he continued to hold it throughout the next discussions.

‘That stuff keep its whammy long? Dinah asked, ooking respectfully at the bottle as she took a set.
When Sean nodded, she asked, That'sthe sort of thing Petaybee does like no other culture?

‘We have devel oped certain medications that are effective in this sort of climate, yes. That'sone. |
doubt it would have much use on, say, atropica world where the generd demand would be small.’

‘But something that when it's needed, there isn't anything as efficacious? Dinah went on.

Sean inclined hishead. ‘Like the cough syrup that cured my wifée's..." and he gave Y anasuch afond
look that Dinah O'Nelll blinked wistfully, ‘cough. How isit now, dear?

‘I haven't so much as sputtered since | got back into Petaybean air, Sean,’ Y anareplied, squeezing
hisfingers.

‘No, you haven't.' Dinah O'Nelll blinked again and then frowned before she gave her head allittle
shake. 'No, you didn't manufacture those coughing fits.’

‘No, | did not,' Yanasaid firmly. 'l definitely did not. But I'm not going to go off-planet ever again...'
and thistime her free hand went to the pouch at her neck, 'not for any reason, no matter how damned
important.’

‘Not that Sean'd let you,' Bunny said.

‘Now, Dama, what do we do? Sean said directly to Dinah O'Neill. 'Have you indeed come to seek
sanctuary here from your pirate captain?

‘Actualy,’ and now the famous O'Nelll smile broke across Dinah's pert face, 'I'm here as
spokesperson for Captain Louchard to discover what... ah, shal | say, loca wealth, can be used to
defray hiscogts’

‘His costs? Diego said, angrily.

‘Well, yes, of course, he has to make some profit from what has turned out to be an ill-advised
undertaking.’

‘Won't restoration of the half-sunk shuttle suffice? Sean asked, atwitch of asmile on hislips.

‘Oh, dear heavens, no. The shuttle can either snk on its own or the Jenny's tractor beam will liftit,
Dinah O'Nelll said airily. 'No, the Captain expended a considerable amount of time and energy, plus
rations and accommodations...’

‘Rations and accommodeations..." Diego burst out.

‘“Why, you were fed from the Captain'stable...’

‘| doubt that," Y ana muttered.

‘Wdl, my table, then,’ Dinah corrected hersalf. 'And fresh fruit and good mest...’

‘Only when we threatened hunger striking,' Diego said irately.

‘Whatever,' Dinah said, dismissing hiscomplaint. ‘Time and effort, aswell as supplies, mean some
compensation must be forthcoming or | fear the Captain will do something drastic.’

Sean cleared histhroat. 'l do know that the gentlefolk in Marmion Algemeine's socia sphere have set
up certain precautions that make ransom impossible’

‘Sheld rather die than say yes? Dinah said in an arch manner with appropriate gestures of hands and
eyes.

‘Exactly,’ Sean replied in aflat no-nonsense tone of voice. ‘None of her rank are good kidnap targets.
Y our captain missed atrick there.’

‘ Captain Louchard don't make mistakes,” Megenda said menacingly.

‘Oh dear,' Dinah O'Nelll said, pretending dismay and she leaned conspiratorialy acrossthetableto
Sean and Y ana. Thefirst mateisn't going to be very easy to ded with, what with al he's gone through.’

‘Then held better be grateful we bothered to save his skin,' Bunny said fiercely. '‘Because I'll never do



itagan.

“You will find, Dama, that none of your captives are ransomable.’

‘I'm not so sure about that,' Dinah said sweetly. 'Y ou've dready proved conclusively that this planet
has productsthat arelife-saving.’

‘The Juiceis useful, that'strue, but let'sface it, how many hypothermic victims have you encountered
inyour line of work? Sean asked. 'And while it doesn't cost much to produce, there's not what you'd call
agood profit marginin Juice either.

‘Ah, but there may be other itemswith which to pay your ransom. .. like your svimming... ah, shal |
say, technique?

Sean threw back hishead and laughed heartily. 'That's hereditary, Dama, and not many would put up
with the inconveniences’

‘Like running around starkersin minus-forty Celsus?

‘Exactly.’

‘I think | need to speak to the Powers That Be on thisplace. Y ou are, if you'll pardon me, redlly not
thefinal authority. Or s0 I've been led to believe." Dinah had cocked her head again a Sean. Then she
turned abruptly to Bunny. Y ou promised to guide me to one of the communion places of this planet. Do
so now." Sherose. So did Megenda.

‘1 will guide my kinswoman,” Muktuk said, putting ahand on Sean's shoulder to keep him seated by
Yana

Dinah gave Bunny and Diego a stern ook and pointed her index finger at them. Megendatook the
half-step necessary to loom above them. Bunny shrugged. Diego glowered but both rose from the bench.
So did Sinead, who eyed Megenda as sheidly caressed the handle of her skinning knife.

‘Remember to listen carefully, Dama," Sean said and paid no more attention to the group setting out
to the communion place.

‘Let'sgo and get this over with, Megendasaid in agrowl, herding everyone before him. At the door,
he looked back over his shoulder at the bottle, still visible on the worktop, and shook his head.

22

SpaceBase: Petaybean Immigration Facility (PIT)
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Adak Rourke wanted nothing more than to take his bruised and aching head back to hiscabinin
Kilcoole and forget about the wider universe and al its problems. He was an amiable man, with smple
tastes because he'd never had occasion to have or expect more. He enjoyed the life he had once led, as
Kilcool€'s expediter, and keeping the snocles working and knowing when spaceships were coming in
(which were few enough not to overburden the facilities or himsdf).

Up until thismorning, held redlly enjoyed being Chief Immigration Officer and Officid Welcomer but,
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between getting conked on the head (hard) and now this, he felt inadequate. That didn't set well. Neither
did the unanswerable demands of theselatest arrivas. In dl hisborn days, held never seen anything like
this! Though he'd heard both Sinead and Clodagh had had to manage some pretty queer persons lately,

“Y ou mean, there are no hospital facilities whatever on this planet? the indignant personage repeated
for the umpteenth time.

‘I keep telling you, if someone's sick, they stay home," Adak replied.

He cast ajaundiced eye at the 'patient’ who would have been better off staying at home, too, instead
of bringing who-knew-what rare disease to Petaybee.

Right after they'd arrived, a big orange tomcat had sauntered in, sitting down beside the sick man's
chair to washitself. Then it had hopped up on the man'slap, sniffed, lifted itslip in adisgusted way, and
hopped down again to saunter out the door. Adak figured it was going to tell Clodagh there was
someone sick and smelly here. Personally, he could only hope Clodagh would hurry. He was alittle out
of hisdepth, and Clodagh wasthe hedler, after dl. Though he was absolutely certain she wasn't what this
high and lofty group would expect to tend their patient. Mind you, if he knew Clodagh Senungatuck, and
he had dl hislife, sheld be the very person to hedl the man in the remarkable chair.

It floated, dang it, above the floor of the Cube, as he had watched it float above snow and mud and
everything ese people had to plough through around Space-Base these days. And the 'patient’ - aVery
Important Personage named Farringer Ball whose helpers seemed to think that even Adak Rourke would
know who he was - was hitched up by tubesto the chair.

‘Or," Adak continued, they call their local healer if they don't livein Kilcoole, or Clodagh
Senungatuck if they do which iswhat I've done only itll take her timeto get here’

‘Don't you redlize that in medica Stuationstimeis of the essence?

‘Sure, but he ain't bleeding and he is breathing and thosere encouraging signs,’ Adak said. '‘And he's
got al of you here to make sure he doesn't bleed and keeps breathing so sit down, please, over there,
until Clodagh gets hersdlf here!’

The person in hisbeautifully tailored, fine travel garment looked at the spartan seating arrangements
and the expression on his face when he turned back to Adak was dour and condescending.

‘Surely thereis some kind of trangt loungel

‘“Youreinit, Adak said, rudely interrupting which was not his norma manner, but he was getting fed
up with doing this crazy sort of word dance around the subject asif the name, once spoken, would
ingtantly provide what the speaker truly wanted. In this case, gpparently, the most expensive suiteina
private hospital, the most successful and omniscient doctors who would provide instant hedlth for the
patient. 'l donetol' ya, Intergd pulled everything out, including their infirm'ry when they gave the planet
back to itself. At that, us Petaybeans have more than we ever had before,' and Adak gestured proudly
around the Cube. It was not only clean and warm but bigger than any four of the biggest cabinsin
Kilcoole.

‘Now set yourself down and wait," Adak shuffled the papersin front of him, making a good show of
looking for something. Then he picked up the comunit and turned his back on the medic man asif this
wasavery private cal. The guy findly copped on and moved away from the counter.

‘Thavian, didnt you tdl him who | am? wheezed the old man in the chair, pounding the arm-rest with
ahand liberdly covered with liver spots.

Surreptitioudy, Adak shot him aglance. Guy didn't look too good, at that. All sunk in on himsdlf. If he
expected Petaybee to bring him back from whatever got him that way, he was asking for amiracle. That
was sure. And, asfar as Adak had ever heard, you couldn't pay for miracles: they just happened in their
own good time. Like the great big mountain that

Petaybee thrust up in the middle of the landing field... and then swallowed back up six weeks ago.

Fortunatdly, just as Adak himself was getting twitchy, he spotted atrio of cats bouncing through the
snow and the bulk of afur-clad Clodagh lumbering behind them. Looking from her to the immaculately
dressed medical folk - even the patient had on fine threads and was bundled in the amazingly coloured



peltsthat no animal on Petaybee ever grew, Adak was sadly aware of avast differencein style and
appearance between Petaybeans and visitors. Not that those fancy clothes were as warm and as suitable
to Petaybee as his and Clodagh's practical, and indigenous, garments. And he amost hated to drop this
problem in Clodagh's [ap after al the ones sheld had with that Rock Flock which kept growing like some
fieldswill grow rocks no matter how often you clear them off.

‘Sainte, Adak, what's up? Clodagh asked as she threw open the door and let in ablast of cold air,
which smelled refreshingly clean to Adak. He redlized then that there was afusty stink to the air in the
Cube, dueto the patient, no doubt and al the funny bottles and tubesin hisfloating chair.

‘1 am Doctor Thavian von Clough,’ the person said, eyeing Clodagh disdainfully. 'My patient is
Secretary Generd Farringer Ball,' and agraceful hand introduced the patient. We wereinformed by a
reliable source that mis planet has unusud therapiesto assst my patient back to full hedth.’

Clodagh squatted down so that her face was on alevel with Ball's. 'Slainte, Farringer,’ she said softly.
'Y ou looked better on the comscreen. What's wrong?

Ball wheezed and looked at Clodagh from under lowered eyebrows. 'That's apparently supposed to
befor you to find out, young woman.’

Helooked gartled a Clodagh's laugh which was not only ripplingly young but beautiful.

‘Thanksfor the"young" ' she said, patting his hand companionably.’

‘It waan't intended as a compliment,’ Dr von Clough replied stiffly, eyeing Clodagh not only with
distaste but patronizingly.

Clodagh shrugged, unconcerned. Before any of the medica team could intervene, she had her fingers
on Bal'swrist. She stooped so she could look him squarely in hislined and sad face, and tut-tutted. She
pinched aflap of skin on hisarm and observed therate of its relaxation.

‘Yourered tired, aren't you?

‘The Secretary Generd is suffering from aserious PV S condition

She nodded. 'Redl tired." Straightening and standing she added, 'He should stay here awhile’

‘That'swhat Luzon said, though he wouldn't say why,' Ball wheezed.

‘Him? Clodagh snorted derisively. "Just goes to show you anybody can do something right onceina
while. Don't suppose he meant to. But the jokell be on him. How'd you al get here? Whit Fiske said the
PTS was grounded.’

‘Why, the Secretary Generd has a private launch for the necessary travel he must’

‘On SpaceBase? Now?

‘Of courseitis’

‘Good, then you can dl stay thereand | think | can find space for Migter Bdll...’

‘But... but this... individud ... said you had no hospitd facilities. Von Clough regarded Adak
accuangly.

‘Don't need them. So far, folks have found the whole planet pretty hedlthy - good food, good air,
nobody havin' to take on more'n they can handle. Sick folks can rest when they need to, exerciseif they
need to. That and abit of atonic seemsto do the trick. Y ou might say the whole planet's a hospital
facility, only it'sso good &t it, everybody stays pretty well so'syou'd never notice,’ Clodagh said,
gpeaking dowly asif turning over the words she spokein her own mind at the sametime. 'l never thought
about it before, but now that | do, it'strue.’ She made an expansive gesture which included everything
outside the Cube. 'We got everything a human body should need to keep well or cure what's ailing.’

Von Clough's eyes bulged with indignation.

‘Mind you, Farringer, you were alittle late comin’ but | still think we can help you out.' She eyed the
apparatus with as dubious a glance as von Clough had awarded her. 'Right now, of course, aswere
getting started, we have to make do with what we've got.' Sheindicated the Cube. 'We're organizing
dow but sure’

‘S0, where can the Secretary Genera go?



‘The school a Kilcoole doesn't need all theroomsin their Cube yet,' she said. 'We're kinda short of
places to put people since Doctor Luzon', and Clodagh paused to grin, 'has been so good as to send us
S0 many unexpected guests. But well find aplace for Farringer, since he's so bad off. If you wanted to
help, Doctor, the men could use more hands to build more houses, unless you thought you could get
some more of these for the new folks," she indicated the Cube,’ specially now we're getting seasonal
blizzards...’

‘ Seasond blizzards? von Clough's eyes bulged from their sockets again as he saw what was danting
past the window area - asthick and earnest asnowfal as the season provided.

Clodagh cocked her head at von Clough, smiling her beautiful smile. 'Since these Cubes are probably
more like the environment Farringer's used to, you might ask the Cube-builder to send him one.
Meantime, welll get him started mendin’.' Low mutters of disgpprova were exchanged among the lesser
minionswhile von Clough sputtered with renewed outrage.

‘But, werein attendance on the Secretary...’

‘Now don't fuss,' Clodagh said irrepressibly. Y ou can use his space launch to come visit whenever
you want.’

Farringer Bdll tried to insert acomment here but about of coughing required dl his attention and the
discreet dials on the back of hisinvalid chair started to dance about.

Clodagh took a bottle from one of her capacious pockets, uncorked it, and then produced a carved
wooden spoon. Before his medica advisers could protest, Clodagh had dipped a dose into Ball's mouth.
He swdlowed in spite of himsalf. Instantly the cough subsided and weskly Ball waved ahand in
greitude.

‘Isthiswhat Colonel Maddock took? he asked when he had regained his breath, with something of
thear of aschoolboy asking his grandmother about mythical animals.

Clodagh nodded. 'Can't best it." Obvioudy swallowing his pride, von Clough executed the barest of
civil bowsto Clodagh and held out his hand for the bottle.

‘What, may | ask, are the congtituents of this preparation?

Clodagh shrugged again. This'n' that, she said vaguedly. 'Important thing is, it works pretty fas.
Long-term results take more time though.’

Von Clough uncorked the bottle and ddicatdy sniffed, blinking at the aromaticsthat caressed his
nogtrils. Then helooked at Bal who was il recovering from the spasm of coughing athough his
breathing was less ragged with every passing moment.

‘Amazing. Really remarkable.’ He passed the bottle to one of the minions.

‘Wevebeentryin' to tdl you,' she said asif talking to achild who'd just burnt himsdlf. 'Petaybee's
good for most people. Hardly anybody gets sick ever. If you want hedlth, it only makes senseto go
someplace hedthy.' Her conviction and clarity in the face of so much pretension and genera dogcrap
made Adak want to cheer.

‘Struth, too,” he said whether anyone cared for his opinion or not.
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‘Neva-Marie? Looks like we got ourselves a stuation here." Johnny Greene spoke calmly and
soothingly enough to quiet any of the savage beasts who were circling. 'We're up to our collectivearsein
planet-rapers, polar bears and pumas, so to speak... How many what?... Oh, planet-rapers? Oh, a
couple hundred or maybe alittleless... Nope, sorry, I'm not going to count the polar bears and pumas
for you. Let'sjust say there's enough, shal we?... My position isabout - ummm - ahundred and fifty
miles south south-west of Bogota, pretty much in the middle of nowhere specid. It'sflat, it'sdark, and
me, Mr and Mrs Onddlacy and the Town Council aswell aslittle Cita Rourke got ourselves surrounded
first by these planet-rapers, then somehow or other got our position reinforced by the polar bears and the
pumas and other associated species. It'sdark. It's cold. We want outta here muy pronto ... | damn sure
know | drive the only winged beast in the vicinity but we need help fast. | don't care how. Theré'stoo
many hereto take out and | don't have the fuel to run aferry service between here and Bogotaand | - er
- rather suspect the planet-rapers would takeit ill if | tried to leave without them. Besides, goodness only
knows what they'd do to the polar bears... Well," don't know what you're supposed to do, sweetheart.
Call Adak to cdl Sean and seeif he'sgot any bright idess. If Oscar O'Neill hasn't |eft the planet yet
maybe he could lend ahand... Call Loncie'skids and tell them to send adogded posse. But hurry.
Thereésapolar bear eyeing melustfully even aswe speak and | was saving mysdlf for you. Out now,
love. | really missyou.

TananaBay

The dogdeds were |oaded and the teams hitched and ready to go when Liam Maoney mushed in,
accompanied by Dinah, hislate mother's lead dog, and Nanook, most companionable of Sean'slarge
track cats. Dinah, the good ded dog that she was, legpt up on Diego at once and began washing hisface
with atongue that smelt like fish. Diego called her by name severd times, looking over to see the effect
on Dinah, but she, the human, didn't change expression.

‘Kind of you to come, Liam,' Sinead said atouch sarcadtically. ‘A bit late, but welcome nonetheless’

‘| was ddlayed,' he said, pushing back the parka hood and running his mittens over theice that had
formed in his hair and moustache. 'Nanook had ahairy knicker attack on the way here and wouldn't let
us proceed for quite sometime. | couldn't get it out of him what was wrong, but once he decided to
move heall but left usbehind.’

Sean squatted down and held out his arms, 'What's the problem, Nanook?

‘Dont tell meit talkstoo? Dinah O'Neill, the person, asked.

‘ Anything wrong with talking cats? Diego demanded, rubbing Dinah-the-dog's ears.

‘Nothing at al. After what the darling little orange pussycat did for us, | have become aborn-again
cat lover, especidly of Petaybean cats. | suppose export isout of the question?

Sean looked up and said, 'Here's another first. Coaxtl is sending to Nanook that her cub - by that |
take it she means Cita- isin trouble with bad humans. She went down to see L oncie when Johnny and
O. O. took the last Cube to Bogota.' He stroked Nanook worriedly. "While I'm gratified to see that the
planet is expanding its communi cations network to cover the whole globe, | don't have anotion what we
candoto help Cita’

Chumiasaid, That was the other spot on the map in the communion place then, wasn't it? That's what
the waves were for and the circles - there's more trouble down south. Y ou're right, Sean. I've never
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known the planet to tell us anything about what was happening down there before

Muktuk shook hishead. 'My dogsd take me anywhere but they ain't real big on winter ocean
swimming.

‘I'd swim it mysdlf,' Sean said, 'but the menta picture I'm getting is of someplacefar inland, awvay
from any waterways. | can't imagine how the bears came so far from the ice-pack.’

‘Bears? Bunny asked. "Polar bears? Cita's down there with polar bears? Uncle Sean, we've got to
save her?’

Sean gave her asmall, wry smile. 'Funny, that's what she said when she heard you'd been kidnapped
by pirates, and you've come out of it well enough.’

‘I'd take Petaybean polar bears over pirates any time, gatita,' Diego told Bunny, releasing onearm
from the dog's neck to hold her hand. ‘At least they have the planet to answer to. Whereas Two-Foot
Dinah here only has Louchard.’

Dinah O'Nelill lifted an eyebrow and said, 'Perhaps. But | do happen to have command of a space
shuttle that could be placed a your disposal to solvethislittle inconvenience. That is, if it could be freed.’

The rescue expedition was mounted forthwith and with great despatch, especialy since they now had
the means to rescue Citafrom the polar bears. Sean, Y ana and Bunny were everywhere a once,
organizing. The snow had not fallen so thickly that Bunny'strail couldn't be retraced in the darkness and
the dog deds broadened the track. The nights were longer in northerly Tanana Bay than they were even
in Kilcoole, but al the drivers and dogs were used to travelling in darkness. Fifteen deds|eft the village,
containing rope, chain, fishnets, winches, anything that might help free the shuttle. Dinah-Four-Feet and
Nanook trotted alongside. Dinah-Two-Foot, the pirate's representative, accompanied the rescuers, but
Megenda had been locked inside the communion cave for safekeeping and to recover fully from his
narrow escape from frostbite and pneumonia.

‘Let's not get too close,' Bunny called to the deds as they neared the hole in the ice containing the
shuttle. ‘It broke with just me.’

‘Makeway, clear off thetrall,” Muktuk Murphy'svoice caled from the rear. ‘Comin' through.’

Behind hisheled acurly mare and behind her trotted three of the wild curly stalions, each sporting a
businesdike horn.

‘Wheréd you get them, Muktuk? Sean asked. 'They're beauties.’

‘Part of the Tanana Bay herd,” Muktuk said proudly, with an affectionate dap on the heavy neck of
the mare beside him. 'l told her we had ajob to do for the smartest so she picked her own get. They can
do morefor usin this season than fight with each other over who getswhat filly. Not that thisisthe time
a year for breedin’. That'sfor springtime,” he added with agrin.

“Hmmm," Dinah O'Nelll said under her breath just loudly enough that Y anaheard her. 'That's quitea
display they're putting on. Didn't know animals acted like that. Showing off like cadets who've just got
their pilot'slicences’

Y anashot her an enigmatic smile, as enthralled by the rearing, bucking, biting antics of the males as
Dinah. The dedswith their teams of wagging, howling dogs dewed to either Sde of thetrail and
broadened their circle around the hole while Muktuk led his mare forward.

‘“Why don't they just use ice-saws? Diego asked.

Behind her hand Bunny said, 'First ‘cos| think Cousin Muktuk is showing off for Cousin Dinah's
benefit, and second becauseit's said that the curlycorns can judgeice so well they can play tag on the
icepack during breakup and never oncefdl in.’

‘Fascinating!" Dinah-Two-Feet said.

Y anawas both amused and appalled, watching this laughing tourist who had assisted in their
kidnapping, had stood by while Megenda struck both Diego and Bunny, and, according to the kids, had
been a party to the murders of the Gal-3 repair crew members. If Y anahad anything to say about it, as
soon asthat shuttle was out of the water and the crewmen out of the shuttle, crew and Dinah O'Nelll
would be put on ice with Megenda. Never mind'safe passage’. Petaybee had no kind of law and order



beyond that which made good sense to most people, but Gal-3 had plenty.

Dinah O'Neill waslaughing again. 'L ook at those creatures go! 1've never seen aunicorn before,
Muktuk. Isit truethey only like virgins?

Muktuk snorted with good-natured contempt for her ignorance. 'Curly-coats aren't proper unicorns.
They'll mount anything. Our Sednahereis mother to al three stdlions and, since she's bell marefor the
TananaBay herd, they mind her right good.’

To Yana, it seemed as though the activity of the curly unicorns was frantic, driven, and no more
purposeful than to break through any random chunk of ice to reach what lay beneath. The remarkable
result was that the effects of their seemingly random efforts were beginning to show. They had madeit
into some sort of game, spurred on by Sedna who went from one to the other, like aforeman, so that
every muscular ripple was a challenge to do better: every thrust and gouge of a horn was accompanied
by asnort of derision for the others: every slamp of the hoof broke through a newly didodged block of
ice and sent it bouncing off the trapped shuttle into the black waters bel ow.

In lessthan an hour, during which Dinah, Diego and Y anawere bundled into deds, the shuttle floated
free of theice. It bounced out of itstrap in awobbly fashion. Then the crew forthwith fired up the engines
and landed it beyond the ice at the position of the outermost dogded.

If ashuttle door could open timidly, thisone did. Dinah O'Nelll wasthere to greet them.

‘Come on out, gentlemen. Throw down your wegpons. I'm afraid we're surrounded by superior
firepower.’

A dight variation of the facts, of course, although Dinah did have her own laser pistol pointed &t her.

And truth was served when the crew, having thrown out their handwespons, found them turned
purposefully on themsalves as the Petaybeans augmented their harpoons, drawn bows, hunting knives
and thetwo smple baligtic firearms with the sophisticated wegponry. With the crew in custody, Dinah
began to climb the ramp but Muktuk caught one arm, Y ana the other.

‘ wouldn't dream of taking you away from ether your crew or your newfound family when you've
just got here, Dama," Y ana said swestly. 'I've flown this class shuttle all over the galaxy. I'm sure Sean
and | can manage. Y ou join the others.’

‘Oh, curses! Foiled again, | suppose, Dinah muttered. 'But, very well. Have it your way. Muktuk,
Chumia, you did promise to share the family history with meand | have abit to tdl you. Shal we return
to your lovely home and thaw out?

Southern Continent

‘Coaxtl saysthereisastorm coming, Captain Johnny,' Citasaid. 'She saysthat if al will follow me,
onea atime, shewill lead usto awarm place of safety.’

Zing Chi looked down at her scornfully. Thisisno timefor childish prattling. Y ou people obvioudy
indulge your children too much if they fed they may interrupt adults dedling with such acriss’

Citacouldn't help herself. Her wicked streak surfaced.

‘They do not indulge children! | should know. | have been beaten well and often as | so frequently
deserve. But the words | spoke were the words of Coaxtl and

no-one beats Coaxtl. And Captain Johnny would not have a crisisto deal with if you had not caused
it! I may be unworthy and amere child, but you are awicked, greedy man and very impolite aswell to
come to the Home and take things without asking!’

Zing Chi spat disgustedly. "Y our pardon, Captain. | didn't redlize the child was mentally unbalanced.’

But Captain Johnny gave him the same sort of ook Zing Chi had given Citaand asked her, 'Would
Coaxtl know if it would be safe for meto fly?

Citaasked and reported the answer. 'She says there will be strong winds and much snow and al will
be whiteness. We must follow now to find the safe place’

‘In other words, no flying. Loncie, Pablo, you heard? What do you think? Johnny asked.

‘Follow your lion, muchacha,’ Loncietold Citaapprovingly. Wewill follow you.



“We wont," Zing Chi declared. "Y ou think | am fooled by your notion that animalstalk? That animals
know things that humans don't? Especidly about flying conditions. Thisisatrick to separate us so we can
be taken and it does not work with Zing Chi. Those animals are only waiting until we separate so that
they can pick usoff more easly.’

Citahad had quite enough of this rude and grabby man. She pushed through the crowd to Coaxtl,
who easily cut aswath from the outer ring of anima s through the huddle of people. Behind her, Cita
heard Johnny say, 'Oh, no, Zing Chi. Asfar asthe polar bears are concerned, larger groups are amore
satisfying entree. But suit yoursdlf. I'm following the cat and," he raised his voice to shout over the wind, ‘if
any of you other folkswant to get in out of the cold before abig storm comes, follow us, onea atime!’

Hurry, Youngling, the placeisfar and timeis short, Coaxtl said.

Citafdt the warm softness of another, smaller cat brushing her legs, twisting about her ankles and
then the prickle of claws on her thigh. She looked down into the gold-coin eyes of alion cub.

Behind her, avoice said, 'It wantsto go with you. | will too. | don't care what the others are doing.’

Citalooked back and saw the boy she had glimpsed from the copter. He was bending over to stroke
the cub. She nodded and Coaxtl preceded her back through the throng to the copter, where Johnny,
Loncie, Pablo and the othersfrom Bogotafell in behind herself and the boy. Zing Chi was shouting at his
peoplethat it was al atragp. Not that there was another option open, for the circle of animals closed
tighter and tighter around the people, funnelling them in behind Citals group.

As Coaxtl reached the outer edge of the humans she stepped forward, Citafollowing, and marched
with grest unconcern between two long ranks of animaswith fetid bresth, white teeth, and shining eyes.
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Y anahad Louchard's shuttle pilot - prompted by a saccharine order dicited from Dinah-Two-Foot -
run her through the checklist to be sure there weren't any surprises on this dightly less orthodox than
usud ves.

Then Marmion, Namid, Bunny, Diego and the villagers began the trek back to Tanana Bay with their
prisoners. Muktuk suggested that Marmion and Namid ride back on curly-coats, an exercise which
enchanted Marmion and caused Dinah O'Nelll to protest.

‘1 don't seewhy | can't ride one of those lovely creatures,’ she cried, then with aflirtatious apped to
her new kinsman, 'Muktuk, dear, you did say they were not the virgin-exclusive sort of mythical-beastie
unicornsand | am quiteagood rider.’

‘I'm sure you are, cousin,’ Chumiasaid firmly before her mate could be cgjoled. ‘But snceyou've
falenin with evil companions who are known to be abit free with other folks property, we'd liketo get
to know you better before we entrust one of our curliesto you.’

Dinah opened her mouth and closed it again, nonplussed, and alowed hersdlf to be bundled on to one
of the deds. Shedid sufficiently recover her gplomb after being so uncompromisingly confronted to
complain in an exaggerated whine that a dogded was not the samething asaunicornride at all.

Y anaused the pirate comunit to monitor the Intergal satellite. Not only would it still be night for
another six hours at Bogota, but the whole of the Southern Continent was wrapped in amassive blizzard,
meking flying anything a dl inadvisable.
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‘I could try,' shesaid. 'l hateto leave Citain thelurch.’

Sean thought for amoment and shook his head decisvely.

‘No. Johnny's there with the copter and Coaxtl won't let anything happen to her. If those two can't
take care of her, we won't add much to the equation, especialy with you haf frozen and about to drop.’

So they bedded down on the shuittle, happily warming each other, to await amore gppropriate time
to Sart their journey. If they didn't get to deep immediatdly, they had been parted along time for
newlyweds. Nanook, who had inssted on staying with them, discreetly adjourned to the next cabin.

When they awoke, Y ana checked the comunit again, once more monitoring Intergal Station for a
wegther check. She had gotten out of the habit of such facilities, what with having been on Ga-Three
where weather reports dealt with solar winds or worm-hole distortions. Shewas aso still dightly
disoriented after long inactivity on the pirate ship.

Though they'd land in daylight now, the wesather was no better but they decided not to delay any
further. After al, they had the map which Petaybee itself had presented them with, indicating dl the
trouble spots. The shuttle had only the one spatia view of Petaybee - the northern quadrant that included
SpaceBase and no other sites. Sean knew the location of Bogota though and its coordinates. In a shuttle
of thisclass, it was not along journey but their destination was logt in the swirling mass of afirg-rate late
soring blizzard.

‘I'magood pilot," Yanainssted to Sean as she fought the controls which buffeted the sturdy
space-worthy shuttle, 'out | was too preoccupied to pay much attention to my surroundingsthe last time |
was here. What am | looking for exactly?

‘A cluger of buildings...’

‘Which | can't seein what isvirtualy awhite-out." There was adight edge to her voice because Y ana
was prudently aware of her limitations. Piloting a shuttle when you could see where you were going, even
if you didn't know what you were |ooking for was one thing. Flying blind over unfamiliar terrainin these
conditions without a beacon to set you down was another.

‘Put us down anywhere. Nanook'll reconnoitre,’ Sean said understandingly.

‘Hell know where we are?

‘Hell bein touch with Coaxtl. And while Coaxtl may not know where we are, helll know where he is,
and can give Nanook directionsin - er - cat terms, | suppose.’

“Which you will then trandate to coordinates | can follow, huh? Y ana shook her head in doulbt,
glancing from the white on white outside and back to Nanook.

Sean gave her one of hisdow cryptic smiles. 'He operates best in these conditions.”

The shuttle sank alittle further, settling into the snow. Nanook was aready at the shuttlelock. He
gracefully legpt out and amost ingtantly disappeared from view, though a thrashing of the snow inthe
direction he had |eft was visble for awhile.

Y analooked over at Sean. 'Now what do we do?

Sean grinned. 'Wait.’

With abit of chopping and changing, Tanana Bay folks were able to find enough warm clothing to
equip Dinah, Megenda till in the communion caves, and the two pirates most recently freed from the
shuttle. Their clothing was suitable only to the controlled environment on spaceship or shuttle. In helping
Dinah, Marmion fdt aheavy rectangle under Dinah's light jacket and, with adeight of hand worthy of a
less respectable profession, dipped it out of the pocket. Then, with aflurry, she began to hustle Dinah
and the crew down the stairsinto the communion place with the sure knowledge that they could not
escape. Nor did Dinah have the time to realize she was without that device, whatever it was.

‘That should keep them safe,’ Muktuk said, flipping the rug over the trapdoor.

‘ And undoubtedly change their attitudes,” Sinead said with great satisfaction. "With so many types
coming down to see what Petaybee hasto offer, maybe the first thing we ought to offer themis
communiontime’



‘I'm hoping', Marmion said to Namid as the table was replaced,’ thiswill do Dinah aworld of good.
She'snot all bad. She certainly tried to make things easier for us with Captain Louchard.’

Namid gavealittle laugh. 'She'snot dl bad. If half of what she confided in meis based on truth, she
had the most miserable childhood and didn't fare that well in her teens, ether.’

‘Such impressionable stagesin alife, aren't they? Then she hefted the equipment. ‘A little too heavy
for acomunit, wouldn't you say, Namid?

He got one good look at it and pushed her hands to return the device to her pocket. ‘Later, Marmion.
Later,” he murmured urgently and then smiled broadly at the other folks in the crowded room.

It took timeto sort out who would bunk wherein the smdl village of TananaBay. Ultimately, after a
cup of soup to 'warm bodies for acold night', Bunny and Diego went with one family, Liam and Sinead
with another, while Marmion and Namid were given the Sirgituks cabin to themselves as everyone was
of the opinion that at least the good Dama Algemeine deserved what privacy Tananahad to offer.

When they had been ingtalled, new furs supplied for the beds, and the fire freshened for the rest of the
cold night, Marmion and Namid were | €ft to their own devices. Namid sprang to the window and
watched to be sure their hostswere al dispersed to their separate accommodeations. Then, with asigh of
relief, he nodded to Marmion who gingerly deposited the heavy unit on thetable.

‘What isit that had you in such apanic, Namid?

‘| think it'sa portable holo-unit," he said. He hovered, looking at it from al angles, and touching the
control plate with acareful fingertip. 'l cantimaginewhy...’

Hisfingertip was not quite careful enough and inadvertently he activated the display. Suddenly the
image of Captain Onidi Louchard solidified in and around the table. The cresture just sood there,
inanimate, while Marmion and Namid looked at each other, openmouthed.

‘It was on Dinah? Namid recovered enough to ask.

‘Dinahl’

Tentatively, Namid picked up the broadcaster and suddenly he was enveloped in the image of
Captain Louchard.

‘Well, what about that!" exclaimed Marmion, delighted and appalled at the sametime. 'Why, that
woman had us al hoodwinked. When | think of the

games she played with us as Dinah when dl the time shewas aso Louchard...' Wordsfailed
Marmion.

“‘Not to mention how she manipulated her crew,” Namid-L ouchard said in a deep bass voice, with an
odd inflection to both tone and words. 'No wonder no-one ever caught sight of the infamous Captain
Louchard.’

Marmion laughed, well, giggled, and sat down to enjoy her mirth. '‘Redly, Namid. | never would have
suspected. She's aconsummate actress.’

‘ Among other things,' Namid said in a sterner tone as he switched back to his own self and replaced
the device on the table. 'She never woreit in my presence but then, she wouldn't have needed to be
Louchard to her husband.’

‘Not unless you turned into awife-beater.’

‘Oh, that had happened to her, too. | saw the scars,” Namid replied gravely. Then he sighed,
prodding the device with afinger, then waving his hand to dismissit dl. 'So what do we do about this
disclosure?

Marmion had obviously been pondering the same question. She tapped her cheek with onefinger. ‘It
will take some heavy thinking, and I'm suddenly much too tired to do any more tonight. She glanced
wistfully at the bed. "And don't suggest that you take the floor, Namid,' she added in afirm tone but her
gmile was suddenly demure.

‘| was about to be the gentleman, Marmion," Namid said but his mouth and eyes smiled.

‘Gentle, yes, man, yes, but..." The uplift to the fina word was dl the invitation Namid required to be



both, in the right order.

One could only watch and wait, and sometimes deep, while the humans made themsalves at Home.

Through the howling winds one had brought them safely here through snow like swvarms of icy insects
biting into one's eyes, ears and nose. Even with the watchfulness of the Others, some had dipped
between their reluctant guardians to wander, freeze and die. They would not be found before the snows
had melted once more.

Coaxtl and the Y oungling were at rest. The metal bird's master was at rest, as were the cave dwellers
of Bogota. Inside the Home, the hotspring burbled warmth throughout. Outside, the snows swathed the
world with seas of snow growing deeper by the moment. At the entrance of the cave, the bears humped
like living drifts away from the warmth of the inner cave. The other clouded |eopards, the snow lions, the
whitetigers, thelynx and bobcats, waited out the storm within the cave aswell, crowding the humans
deep within the inner chambers of the Home.

Some, like the young male with the cub, stared with open delight & the Home, hearing itssinging in his
blood, seeing its coloursingde his eyes, vibrating with itsrhythms. The Y oungling and her kin smiledin
their hard-won deep.

Asfor those others, though! The noises they made asthey flailed about were so shrill and penetrating
that at last one was forced to put one's paws over one's earsto achieve any ret.

Namid dipped gently from Marmion's bed, put more wood in the stove and, after afew false darts,
dtirred up the fire in the hearth. Then he donned his borrowed warm clothing, long underwesar, heavy
woollen socks, woollen pants, shirt, lesther shegpskin-lined boots painted with beaver oil for water
resstance, scarf, hat, mittens, and parka. Into the pocket of his parka, he dipped the holo-disk. Then
with alast lingering look at his deeping lover, opened the door and walked out into the pastel Petaybean
dawn.

He crunched down the wide track |eading between the homes of Tanana Bay to the O'Nellls cabin,
and let himsdlf in through the unlocked door. He had hoped to be aone on this mission, but he saw that
young Diego Metaxos lay in adeegping bag with his ear againgt the trgpdoor.

The boy awoke asthe cold air entered the cabin with Namid.

‘Morning,' hesaid, in aclear, wide-awake voice.

Namid nodded. He didn't fed much like conversation.

“You're up early,’ Diego said.

‘| need to speak to Dinah.’

‘I don't think shelll be ableto talk to you,' Diego said.

“Why not? What's happened to her?

Diego shrugged. 'l dunno. But judging from how contact with the planet affected my dad at firgt, |
think shell bein apretty bad way. They were carrying on until way late last night.’

“What do you mean "carrying on"? Has something hurt her?

‘No worse than she's hurt others, | expect. But for people with certain kinds of mindset, their first
contact with the planet can be devagtating. Y ou might find it that way yourself.’

‘But you didn't?

‘No. It'saways been wonderful to me. | wasjust lying here, thinking of a song to write about al
that's happened. | supposeit's safe enough for me to go down there now but I'm not sure about you.’

Til risk it. But - no offence, I'd rather go done’

‘1t'd be easier for you with one of us." The boy was exuding asubtle air of mae chalenge.

“You're not native and you've been dl right.’

‘Yes, but I'm young.’

‘If you'll excuse me, I'll try it on my own. My mind isn't thet rigid and set in itsways yet.’

Diego shrugged. 'Suit yoursdlf. But I'm going down in afew minutes anyway. It's been along time
sincel've had atalk with Petaybee. | may not be native, but I've missed it,’



He stepped out of the way and Namid descended the stairs, not seeing the small orange cat that
darted through the trapdoor at the last minute and scooted down the stairs ahead of him.

Bunny awoke and looked around for Diego in the other deeping bag on the floor of their hosts
house. He was gone. Gentle snores arose from their host family.

That was good, actualy, because she didn't want to talk to Diego this morning as much as she wanted
to try to get amoment alone with Marmion. Diego might not understand. She had planned to say shewas
just going to help Marmie with her fire and bregkfadt.

She dressed quickly and left the cabin, closing firgt the inner door so the cold wouldn't reach the
family, and then the outer entrance door beyond the arctic foyer where the snowshoes, skis, extradog
harness and other tools were kept.

She knocked lightly on the Sirgituks door and arather dreamy voice called, 'Hello?

Marmie looked less put-together and much happier than Bunny had ever seen her. She wore the tunic
jacket she had been captured in as arobe over long-handled underwear bottoms and woolly socks. She
was gitting at Sirgituk's table sipping something steamy from a cup. Her expression was bemused, to put
itlightly.

‘Thought you might need help putting akettle on,’ Bunny said.

‘Not at al. If you'll remember, I'm rather agood cook and this stove is not so different from the one
at my grandfather's hunting lodge on Banff 2 where | sometimes spent my holidays asachild.’

‘Must be niceto get to live any way you like, Bunny said, pulling off her mittens.

‘Ye-es, itis. What's the matter, Bunekadear? Y ou sound rather sad and | just can't bear that when
I'm feeling so good myself. Have acup of thislovey berry teaand tell medl about it and well seeif | can
fixit’

‘Thanks,’ Bunny said with alittle smile. Theteawill be great but | don't think there's anything you can
do about the rest of it.’

Shefinished taking off her wraps, poured her tea and sat down, warming her hands on her cup and
watching the steam rise between hersdf and Marmie. Marmie had away of making you fed likeyou
were the most important person in the world when she was talking to you. Bunny wished she could be
likethat.

‘1 wouldn't want you to get me wrong, Dama, | love Petaybee. | never want to live anywhere else
-permanently, that is’

Marmie nodded, encouragingly, as the words had a hard time coming out.

‘But I've been doing alot of thinking. See, thethingis, | never knew what was out there before. All
we ever saw was SpaceBase and that was pretty grim and alot of the recruitswho left didn't return and
if they did, they sometimeswouldn't even sing about it. | never dreamed there could be some place like
Gd-Three or some of the stations and planets Charmion showed me holos of .’

Marmie smiled. 'Can't keep ‘em down on the farm no more, huh, now they've seen Paree?

‘Scuse me?

‘ Another old song. Sorry dear, it just means that once you've seen some of the universe, you can
develop ataste for more. Isthat what's troubling you?

‘That's part of it. | suppose | might not care so much if | thought | could go other placesif | wished.
'Cept, that's not exactly true. Y'see, there's so much to learn out there. | saw things| think we might be
able to manage for Petaybee, and not hurt anything, if only someone knew how. But | can't learn about
them here. 1've dways been mechanica, you know, and Diego showed me some gadgets that sure would
improve servicing the snocles, for instance. | don't know. | guessI'm not saying it very well. It'sjust
knowing that | haveto leave by acertaintime or | won't be ableto...’

Marmie placed her hand on Bunny's. 'We dl resent our limitations, dear. Actudly, though, you're
garting school alittle later than most do. Thereis no reason why you couldn't begin long-distance studies
here, and then when you find you absolutely must go off-planet to satisfy your curiosity, you can go -
surely that will be before you're twenty or so. And you can aways come back, you know, whenever you



like. Petaybean troops do. It's just that | suppose you have to decide now instead of waiting till you're...
oh, forty.’

Bunny grinned. It had all been so obvious but the ideawas so new to her she hadn't considered the
redly sdient factors.

‘Furthermore, it will be my pleasure to present you with a suitable study unit and al the hard-copy
books you wish. Among my inheritances are the contents of severd libraries. And when you're ready to
go off-planet you can be the pilot student for the Petaybean Off-World Civilian Scholarship programme.’

‘| didn't know there was one!’

‘That's because | just decided to sponsor it.’

Bunny reached across the table and gave her ahug. "Y ou're aces, Marmie!’

‘Likewise. Tell me, you haven't seen Namid, have you?

‘Nope. Nor Diego. But | came straight here after | got dressed.’

‘Then | think I'll get dressed aswell and welll go find them, shall we?

If Dinah O'Neill, akathe fearsome Captain Onidi Louchard, had known what wasin store for her,
she would have fought her incarceration with every one of the many combat skills she had learnt since
she'd been a defenceless pre-teen. She did hear Megenda mumbling incoherencies as she was propel led
down the ladder. She did notice the odd indirect lighting but she blithely ventured further into the cavern,
towards the warmth shefelt on her face. She thought that at |east this prison was comfortably warmer
than the cabin she'd just | eft.

That was when she noticed the holo transponder was missing. Not that she had to worry about the
Petaybeans inadvertently turning it on. But Namid would know what it was. She ought to have checked,
and she berated hersdf for such an oversight. Captain Louchard, she grinned to herself, would have
plenty to say about that when next she assumed that mantle.

She and the two crewmen, Dott and Framer, came across Megendathen, al curled up in afoetal
position on the floor of the cave, just where it opened up into afair-sized chamber: achamber that was
oddly beautiful inits pastel shades and mottled walls. The beauty was of a strange, disorientating nature,
however; the mottles rippled and the shades atered in an unnerving fashion. Walls were supposed to be
stationary and their coloration was generaly stable, too.

‘What's the matter with him, Dinah? Dott asked, planting atoe on Megenda and trying to turn him on
to hisback so the first mate's face would be visble. He was arather unimaginative sort, good for routine
or monotonous duties, strong and unguestioning, happy to be given orders he could follow, which he
followed to the letter. Thought you said he wasjust cold.’

‘| don't like the look of him," Framer said, taking a step back from Megendasrigid body asif afraid
of contagion.

‘He'swarm enough now,' Dott said, grabbing one of Megenda's hands and trying to pull it away from
hisface.

‘Hey, how can you have fog in acave? Framer asked and pointed to the mist beginning to rise from
thefloor.

‘These caves are supposed to be specia places,’ Dinah said as evenly as she could but the vapour
risng carried an aromato it that was unlike anything she had ever encountered. Her skin began to crawl
under the warm parka sheld been given. 'I'd like to know what's going on here," she said, turning around
on her hed, addressing whatever was generating al these unusud effects. She could have sworn that
thered been no mist, no odour, and no vacillating wall colours and designs when she'd first reached the
cavefloor. She looked behind her and the mist was closing in so that she couldn't see the walls now.

‘Going on here? The phrase wasinterrogatory, not rhetorical and the voice that said the words was
not an echo of hers.

‘Dinah? The unimaginative Dott's voice quavered. 'How do we get out of here?

No way out of here.’



‘Keee-rigt, who'stalking? Framer looked wildly around him. 'Who'stalking?

Dinah wanted to reassure him that it was the Petay-beans perpetrating some sort of ahoax to frighten
them but she absolutely knew, though she didn't know how, that the voice was nothing caused by any
human phenomenon. It penetrated her body through to the marrow of her bones.

‘Listen, it commanded.

‘I'm listening, I'm listening,’ Framer said, dropping to hisknees, bringing his hands up together,
probably for thefirg timein hislife, into aprayerful postion.

Doitt just sat down, hard, licking hislips. He kept his head straight but he rolled hiseyesaround in his
head asif he didn't quite dare to look at who, or what, was speaking back at them.

Megenda began to jibber more wildly, writhing in and out of the foetal position asif hislimbs, and
torso, were attached to invisible strings.

For thefirst timein her adult life, snce the time she had turned aweapon on aman who had
threatened her with vicious and sadigtic trestment, Dinah O'Neill knew fear. She forced hersdlf to remain
standing, clenching her fists at her sSides asthe mist crept up over her knees, so dense now, and dmost
subgtantid inits covering, that she couldn't see her boots. It engulfed her, amoist, permesting blanket,
travelling quickly up her body until it covered her face and she could see nothing. And the sound seemed
to emanate from the vapour that envel oped her: sound that cut her skin to her blood and bones: sound
that was warm and vibrated through her, and filled with darkening colours, until she heard herself scream
in protest at such an invasion. There were screams around her and, with an dmost superhuman effort of
will, she bit her lips, determined that she would not cry mercy from whatever was happening asthe
crewmen did. Her resolve ended when she felt the hard thwack of stone againgt her face and her body as
shefdl down. Then she whimpered and wept, as much the lonely, confused, tormented five-year-old girl
who had been abandoned by al the adults who had managed her life up till that moment.

‘The planet has been speaking? the boy whispered to Cita, his hands moving restlessy on the cub's
fur asif that motion were dl that protected him.

In one sense, Citawould tell Y o Chang much later, petting the cub had protected him as he had
vdiantly protected the cub when in danger from Zing Chi.

‘Y es, Petaybee doesin these places,’ Citasaid in avery grown-up voice,

‘And it keepsthis place warm for us? Y o Chang asked because he had to be sure. Though this girl
was not much older than himsdlf, he felt she had exhibited commendable authority and certainly bravery
inwalking the gauntlet of those great animals.

‘TheHomeisawayswarm.’

“How? It was so cold on the surface. Why would it be warm down here? | could fed my ears
adjusgting to the air pressure so | know we are down.' He gestured to the ground on which they were
Seated.

‘The Home protects us, Coaxtl says. It takes care of us... if', and Cita paused to permit Y o Chang
to see how important her next phrase was, 'we take care of it.’

‘It isn't taking care of them,' Y 0 Chang said, rolling his eyes, and pointing to one sSide where the
despoilerswere writhing in agony and shrieking in grest anguish.

‘I know," Citasaid soberly. 'l used to live with people who called it the Great Monster and feared it
only. Because it can be crud to those who take without respect and give no thanks. The Shepherd
Howling was the kind of man who did that dl the time so he stayed out of these caves and taught us al to
fear them. But | am disobedient and selfish, and when | ran away from the flock, because they would
have taken from me what | was too proud to give fredly, | met Coaxtl, who called the Great Monster
"Home". | decided that if | could, | would rather be like the Great Mongter than like Shepherd Howling.
The Homeis proud too and it obeys no-one. And it too begrudges what istaken from it against itswill.'
Cita patted his hand. "Y our people have angered the Home and it has become the Great Mongter. They'
She waved her hand at the writhing bodies. She was having to shout over the noise they made, 'need to
be shown how it feels to be stripped and cut, dashed and dug, prodded and pulled and flayed.’



To demongtrate her point - and having had a great deal of experience with such torments - Citagot a
flap of skin from Y o Chang's neck and twisted and pinched it as hard as she was able.

‘Hey, don't do that,' and Y o Chang scrambled sideways away from her, rubbing his neck.

‘1 was only demonstrating how the planet feds. Y ou were cutting and pulling, too, you know, and you
are very lucky that Petaybee saw you save the cub.’

Y 0 Chang gave her asour, jaundiced glance, rubbing the outraged spot of the pinch. 'Y ou didn't have
to demonstrate so hard.’

‘1 did because that is how we learn how the planet fedls,' shereplied. "Y ou're much luckier than they
ael’

The shrieks and howls were beginning to diminish as the strength of the condemned, or the planet's
minigtrations, eased.

‘“They're not dead, are they? Y 0 Chang asked most urgently.

‘l don't think so,' Cita said, though she couldn't be sure. 'Why?

‘My... my... father isnot abad person. Not redlly,’ Y o Chang said, hisround face and eyes
entreating. 'We are all forced to work hard at what we do for those who despatch us to where we must
harvest plants. If we do not work hard, and if my father does not make his crew work hard, then the
guotas are not filled and we do not get the rations which only hard workers deserve.’

Neither youngster would have understood being paid in credit notes, for both had toiled long and
hard hoursjust to get enough food to fill their somachs.

‘Itishard, Citaagreed, nodding her head approvingly,’ to get enough to eat. Since Coaxtl found me,
| have been eating so well | will soon be asfat as Clodagh.' She patted her ssomach with great
sdtisfaction. 'Everyone feeds me now - Coaxtl, Clodagh, my sster, my aunties and uncles and cousinsin
their homes. They are very fair about the distribution of food to the plate.’

She nodded her head once more in emphasis. But thinking of the food she had shared with Sinead,
Sean and Bunny reminded Citathat it had been along time since she had eaten. She also wondered if the
cal for help had reached anyone. Not, she hagtily corrected hersdlf, that Petaybee had not cometo their
rescue. It had provided ample shelter and water athough one had to be careful not to drink too much
water or one could get astomach colic which twisted the guts very uncomfortably.

A dlight snore emanated from Coaxtl and Y o Chang leant towards Cita

‘Doeshe

‘Coaxtl isafemde personage,’ Citainformed him repressively.

‘Does sheredly tak to you?

‘Not in loud wordslikeyou and | areusing,’ Citasaid, ‘but | understand exactly what she saysto
me’

Y o Chang looked down at the deeping cub in hisarms. "Then, if | heard the name Monti, the cub was
telling me hisname?

‘Quitelikely,' Citasaid, delighted at being an expert on such apoint.

The moans and sobbings had died down to alow enough murmur so Cita decided she could get
some deep.

‘We may be awhilelonger, shetold Y o Chang as she rearranged hersdf against Coaxtl'slong warm
body. 'Y ou'd better rest.’

‘Can | go seeif my father'sdl right? Y o Chang asked timidly and fearfully.

‘Helll befeding very sorry for himsdlf, | shouldn't wonder,' Citasaid, settling. 'Sometimes, my Aunt
Sinead says, when people are hurting they'll lash out at anyone & se to make them hurt, too.’

Y o Chang gulped but resolutely deposited the deeping cub by Cita before he made hisway down to
where the sufferers were enduring their penance. She was haf adegp when she heard him return, stifling
sobs.

Y our father?



‘Lives, but lookslike agrandfather. He doesn't seem to know me.’

She patted his shoulder awkwardly and pulled him down, putting her thin arm over him so that he lay
between her and Coaxtl and Monti the cub. She didn't need to tell him that life was sometimes hard.

Namid felt apang of anxiety. Though Dinah certainly merited discipline, even incarceration for their
abduction, hedidn't wish her harm. And he did need to know more about her activities, with or without
the holo of Captain Onidi Louchard. Perhapsit had been Megendawho was L ouchard, although the first
mate had never gppeared to Namid as aman of sufficient cunning and intelligence to contrive the piratical
activitiesthat had made Louchard's namefeared al over the galaxy.

If Dinah could give him any mitigating circumstances - beyond what he aready knew of her tragic
early life and hard treatment - maybe he could do somekind of adeal. She wasn't dl bad. He couldn't
have loved her if she had been thoroughly corrupt and sinister. That surely would have affected her
persondity and she had been such aloving and affectionate wife: merry, occasionally even frivolous, and
often childlike in her enthusasms during their married life. Maybe she was a split persondity,
schizophrenic, and that complexity, once proved, would reduce the sentence. The very thought of Dinah,
encased in a space coffin, waiting for the air supply to end, gppaled him. He was determined to find
some way out for her. Marmion was of such aforgiving persondity that she might even drop persona
charges againg Dinah - if she knew of factors which could mitigate the offence. Dinah hadn't actualy
pulled the trigger that had killed anyone. Her crew had murdered, that was true, but she had assured him,
when he first found out who she 'worked for' that the pirates were under strict ordersto fire only at
others when they were being fired upon themselves. Of course, the ethic was that they were being fired
on legdly for attempting illegd activities and sdlf-defence, accordingly, could not be clamed. Oh, my
gtars and sparkles, Namid thought, I'm arguing like amodern-day Gilbert and Sullivan.

He took a deep breath and opened the inner door to the communion chamber. Warm mist obscured
everything, making him fed he had stepped into a steam bath and heimmediatdly felt a strong presence
that had nothing to do with Dinah or her crew. Well, he had been assured by sane and intelligent people
that the planet definitely had a persona.

‘Good morning,” he said, feding just atrifle foolish, but if the planet understood, then it would
appreciate normal courtesies, too.

‘Anditismorning and | expect that you've had abusy time of it lately but | did wish afew wordswith
you.’

'Few words.'

Wasthat permisson? Or limitation? Namid wondered.

‘“They might be more than afew, actudly,' Namid went on, smiling asif that would be noticed. 'lI've s0
many questionsto ask.’

'Many questions.’

Again Namid wondered if that was permission or limitation. But it had sounded, to his untutored ear,
asif the speaker was dightly amused by his presumption.

‘I'm told that you do communicate, or rather go into acommunion phasewith... what should | call
it... with supplicants? No, that's much too religious aword.

Communicants? Ah, yes, | think that isbest. Now, firdt, isthere anything | can do to assist you right
now? Remove the occupants that spent the night here? | can't see them for the fog but...’

Namid had - not quite stedlthily, but dowly - felt hisway further into the cavern. Before he went one
step further, however, the fog suddenly sucked itsdlf back into the farthest reaches of the cave and
vanished, leaving him awe-struck and speechless for several moments as he watched the play of gently
singing light and colour across the surfaces of the cave.

“Y ou arerather stunning in appearance, you know," he said in ahushed voice. The shifting colours of
the walls were corruscations of complex blendings and wave designs. He rather suspected he could
spend hours following the patterns as they made their way deeper and deeper into the cavern. The way
was level now whereas beforeit had been on adight downward incline. 'Am | well into this communion



place now?

‘Now!'

‘Ah, then,” Namid said, 'lI'm an astronomer, you see. | have spent my life observing the anomalies of
gellar matter, with particular emphasis on variables. Do you have any ideawhat I'm talking about?

‘Talk.'

‘Well, now I'm certainly willing to dthough | am not alecturer by training. Still, to talk to aplanet, the
satdliteof arather... ah... (not ordinary, Namid said to himsdlf, not wishing to offend Petaybeg)... an
excdlent example of aG-type dar... wel, it'san extraordinary experience, if you know my meaning.’

'Know meaning. Talk.'

‘I've seen many stars - constant, dwarf, variable, binary systems - everything so far astronomically
categorized, but speaking to a planet is highly unusud.’

Namid, aware that nervousness was making him more garrulous than was naturd, thought he heard a
whispery laugh.

‘Unusual planet.’

At that sdly, Namid did laugh. "Y ou have a sense of humour, don't you? | think we shall get on very
well together.’

Very well. Talk.'

A low moan that ended on a piteous sob interrupted any further talk at that juncture. The moan had
echoed quite near and Namid, being a compassionate person, was compelled to investigate. Just beyond
the bend in the passage, he saw the figure of Dinah, looking smaller and, indeed, when he turned her over
in hisarms, dmogt wizened efface. Her hair had turned completdy white. She was breathing regularly
and athough her pulse was dow it was strong enough to reassure him. All the questions that had
brimmed to his mind to ask Petaybee - could it speak with its primary, with its Sster planets,
communicate with its moons and how - went out of his head along with the questions he had framed to
ask Dinah. She was patently in no condition to answer - even to her own name.

A gutturd 'eh’ made him investigate further down the corridor where he saw three morefigures, each
of them curled in tight foetal positions, the bodies dso giving off excretdl and vomita smellsthat made
Namid glad that he had eaten nothing yet in his haste to seek Dinah.

Megendaand the two crewmen had succumbed to Petaybee's justice. But Namid felt that Dinah had
not, because she had both not assumed the protective womb-position and not soiled hersalf. He was glad
of that for she was most fastidious about her person.

He carried her up the stairs, banged on the trapdoor to be re-admitted into the cabin, and found it
crowded with Marmion, Bunny, Diego and the Murphys.

‘Oh, dear, what has happened to her? Marmion said, reaching out compassionate hands to Namid's
limp burden.

Muktuk took her from Namid and carried her to the bed he and Chumia shared. 'Petaybee's
happened to her,’ he said with the resigned tone of someone who has accepted judgement, fair or
undeserved.

‘| found a portable holo-projector that produces an image of the pirate we dl thought was Louchard,’
Marmion told him. ‘It wasin Dinah's pocket. She was Louchard al dong.’

Muktuk stroked the white hair back from Dinah's face and Chumiatook her hand.

“Poor lass,' Muktuk said. '‘But us kindred of Handy Red have all got awild streak.’

“Hitch the team, Muktuk," Chumiasaid. 'She's beyond my skill. Clodagh in Kilcooleis best at this!

Namid turned away from them and | eft the cabin, still agitated but reassured that Dinah would receive
here maybe not just what she deserved but what she had needed dl aong.
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Sometime in the middle of the blizzard, Nanook clawed at the shuttle hatch and Y anaopened it wide
enough for him to jump the drift blocking it and land with a thud on the deck. He seemed to have brought
half of the great outdoorsin on his coat and paws, but as Sean rubbed him dry, he reported good news.

‘Coaxtl saysthe Y oungling and the others are in shelter. Nanook can lead us there after the storm.”’

Nanook did. They landed the shuttle in asnowbank which quickly turned into awakening polar bears,
who unhumped themselves, rose and lumbered off, without a backward glance. Y anaand Sean
disembarked and started for the entrance of the cave formerly drifted over by bears, but Nanook barred
their way, growled, and preceded them.

Y anahad thought to bring alaser lantern. It burned brightly enough to show the most eclectic
gathering of Petaybean wildlife she had ever seen curled, draped, stacked, lying, Sitting, standing,
washing, yawning and deeping just inside the cave entrance.

Nanook growled warningly, but before they took afurther step, Coaxtl sauntered towards them,
yawning. The other beasts paid the humans no further mind.

Citawas right behind her friend, and ran to Sean to embrace him. 'Did you bring anything to est?

Loncie Onddacy, Pablo Ghompas and their com munity followed. 'Y ana, Sean, glad you came. But
there are casuatiesand we all need to eat.’

Wading deeper into the cavern, Y analooked at the twisted, mumbling people lying on thefloor all
around. 'lI'm glad we came too. But now what do we do?

‘Whatchadrivin'? Johnny Greene asked. Y anatold him. ‘Not big enough,’ he said. "We need serious
trangportation. Can you get help from Intergd ?

Sean shook hishead. They won't lift afinger to help us because of our "didoyalty". Instead they're
dumping every problem they can find like garbage onto the face of thisworld and leaving usto drownin
it

‘“Well, | can see why they wouldn't want thislot back," Johnny said with ajerk of histhumb at what
was | eft dive of those on the floor. ‘But it's only human to try to do something for them. Isthere no way
adl?

‘Nothing we can do from here,' Y anasaid. 'We came because Coaxtl called and we thought you and
Citawerein danger.’

Johnny shook his head. 'No more. Them though Loncie Ondelacy said, 'Well, | for one don't blame
Interga ahit. If we don't want them to rule us, we can't expect them to jump every timewe holler. And
whether they caused this problem or not, we can expect more of the same. We have got to figure out a
way to solve our own problemsif we want to be autonomous. Y anaand Sean, why don't you give
Johnny alift back to hisbird dong with some of the council membersto help dig it out and makearun
back to Bogotafor food, blankets, and medical supplies. Also to organize adogded evacuation here,
athough it'd be better if they could be flown out, given the shapethey'rein. Y ou could take Citatoo.’

But Citashook her head. Her voice was small but her eyes were shining with excitement. Children did
tend to love acriss, Yanareflected - especialy somebody else's. "Though | may be much in theway and
abother, Coaxtl is needed to keep Nanook informed and the other beasts from deciding that these ones;’
sheindicated the ravaged bodies around them, 'are easy prey. Since Coaxtl honours me by speaking to
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me, | should remain to pass messages between her and my elders and betters.’

Sean nodded. Y ou can come back with Johnny when he returns north then. I'm sure you'll beabig
help to Loncie and Coaxtl.’

They ferried Johnny and five of the councilmen back to the copter. The soft new snow had drifted
deeply around it and it took them sometimeto dig it out again. Once its runners were free and Johnny
and the others were airborne, Sean and Y anareturned to the cave and carried out Six of the most
severdy damaged among theillegd harvesters, Zing Chi and the father of Y o Chang among them, and
returned to Tanana Bay.

The dog teams were being hitched asthey landed. The dogs set up afierce howl when the shuttle set
down, and the whole village came running to investigate.

Back at the O'Neills, Yanaand Sean saw for themsalves the state of Dinah and the other pirates,
who had to be taken from the communion cave and cleaned before being bundled into the shuttle.

On seeing Dinah, Sean said, 'Maybe well have to rethink | etting the planet dispense its own justice.
It'sfair enough, but we can't handle the casuaties. Bad enough that people have to remain badly maimed
or die because we don't have the technology to get them to help but when we haveit, just not enough of
it, it fairly breaksyour heart.’

‘It does,” Muktuk agreed, ‘even when it's such asthem.’

‘I'm most concerned about Dinah,' Y ana said.

‘Perhaps you'll be less so when wetell you what we found on her,' Marmion said acerbically. ‘Do you
want to do the honours, Namid?

Hefished in his pocket and suddenly disappeared, to be replaced by the ugly Aurelian visage of Onidi
Louchard. 'l am the pirate Louchard, said avoice that sounded exactly like the pirate Louchard's. 'Who
are you and why do you seek me?

Y ana, Bunny and Diego dl jumped away from the piraticd image.

Muktuk began to laugh. Y ou mean that little bitty gal pretended to be that thing to control al those
big ferocious pirates? Ah, Sean, your governorship, sor, you've got to save her, you do. She's purest
O'Neill stock through and through, that one.’

“Y ou wouldn't be so crazy about her if you'd been on the pirate ship with her,' Bunny told him angrily.

‘Well do our best to save her, Muktuk,' Sean said. 'If you'll take one of our current passengers, that
will makeroom for her...’

“We could come by dogded, too,’ Diego said. 'It'll be good to fed like part of Petaybee again, won't
it, Bun?

‘Surewill,' Bunny said’

‘Sides, | got somethin' important to talk to you about.’

Diego looked extremely uneasy at that and was sorry he'd offered.

Marmion and Namid rode in the shuttle as well. Once they were under way, and had sent aradio
message to Adak to transmit to Clodagh that they had the beginnings of a serious casudty Situation on the
way to Kilcoole, Y anawas unusudly quiet and, Sean thought, rather sad.

‘What's the matter, dlannah?'

She gave him apainful smile. 'Since seeing the holo, | have aplan. | wish | didn't amogt, but | do.’

‘To dowhat?

‘Nail the pirates, Luzon and Torkel Fiske and get them all out of Petaybee's hair for good.’

‘That sounds worthwhile. What's the catch?

‘It would involve taking the holo, returning with this shuttle to the pirate ship and posing as Louchard.
SincelI'm the only possible shuttle pilot who qualifies, it meansI'll have to |eave Petaybee again, and the
very thought tiesmein knots. Still...’

‘Why do you haveto do that?

‘“To take the ship back to Gal-Three where it and the crew can be taken into appropriate authority.



Meanwhile, posing as Louchard, I'll confront Fiske and Luzon and make damned sure there's an
incriminating record of what transpired between them.’

‘| can't let you take that risk, Y ana. Especidly not in your condition,” Sean said, sounding sterner than
he meant to at theidea of her not only leaving the planet again but putting hersdlf in such danger.

‘| don't see much choice, not if the pirates are to be put out of commission and Luzon and Fiske
stopped from interfering with usonce and for all.’

‘It'sagood plan,” Marmion interjected. 'Excellent, in fact. It needsto be done. Only, may | make one
smdl suggestion?

Sigter Igneous Rock was with the orange cats and the debilitated hunters, de Peugh and Minkus,
when Adak burst into Clodagh's cabin, which she had turned into atemporary clinic aswell as pharmacy.
‘Sean and Y anaare bringin' in abunch of folksthat got Petaybeed up at Tanana Bay and over by
Bogota,' hesaid. They'rein apretty bad way, according to Y ana. She says some of them might not live,

though she reckons they're none of ‘em any worse than Frank M etaxos was when hefirst got here’

‘Oh dear. Clodagh is off with Mr Ball, I'm afraid. Shetook him to the springs for therapy,’ she said.
But before the words were out of her mouth, two of the orange members of the nursing staff tore out of
the door that Adak had Ieft dightly gar.

The shuttle landed just as Clodagh showed up with Ball in hiswheelchair strapped into the basket of
Liam Mahoney's dogded. Dr von Clough ski'd dong beside them. He looked very tired. Brothers Shale
and Schit, looking somewhat bemused, followed a disgusted-looking orange cat who seemed outraged
at their lack of efficiency. Sister Agate adjusted her robesto their usual decorous length. While Ball
received histherapy in the waters of the hotsprings, she had been inside the grotto engaged in deep
consultation with Aidan Y ulipilik about the thergpeutic uses of Petaybeg's mildly intoxicating drink, blurry.
The blurry was not dl that was intoxicating. Sister Agate was quite flushed from the attentions of the
dashing Aidan, who made drums, snowshoes, dog harness, and skisfor the entire village and many other
parts of Petaybee. He also had twinkling danted blue eyes and a physique that might be envied by many
twenty year olds.

That could not be said of the poor people whom Sean and Namid began carrying or helping out of
the shuttle. Most looked geriatric, astonished, and bitterly unhappy.

‘Theré's not room enough at your place, Clodagh!" Sean said. 'Oh, thisis Namid Mendelsky, afriend
of Marmion's. Well use the meeting hall for now - well need to use the school Cube aswell. There are
still more patients to be evacuated from Bogota. We only brought the worst onesthistime.’

One of the poor souls was awoman, small and perhaps pretty once, with totally white hair and
sunken cheeks. She was a pitiable object and moaned and cried out often. Four of the men died before
they could be treated. Clodagh said if they could have arrived sooner they might have been saved but
that it wasthe planet'swill.

Sigter Igneous Rock had the quite heretical thought that perhaps the planet might have willed
something elseif it had been aware of other options - like more fast transportation, easier accessto
intravenous fluids, just afew basic medica necessities. Clodagh's medicines could work wonders of
recuperation, once the patients got past the critical stage, but fast transit, a source of
not-quite-so-spiritua power, and convenient plumbing could do alot towards remedying many sorts of
emergency Stuations.

And there was dl that geothermal energy the planet had to spare. It seemed ashame and abit of a
waste, redly. But who was sheto say?

Shefelt lessmodest about it within the next forty-eight hours, as the shuttle flew back and forth to the
South until it wasfinally grounded for lack of fudl. It had fetched patients from the South and taken fud to
Johnny Greene so he could dso assist in the air-lift. Even though everyonein Kilcoole helped, dl of the
water carrying, wood chopping, water bailing, hesting of irons, lighting of lamps and candles, carrying
and disposal of wastes, changing and washing linen especialy since most of it was not linen or anything
resembling it but wool or fur or someone's down deeping bag, and not that easily washed - |eft her totdly



exhausted.

Indeed, under such hard conditions, it took her, Agate, Schist, Shae, Clodagh, and Dr von Clough,
who never ceased complaining about the conditions, every waking hour for three daysto save two-thirds
of the patients. The man who had been the foreman of the work crew in the South died, as did the father
of alost-looking young boy who cried into the coat of ayoung wildcat while little Cita patted him on the
back.

The woman from Tanana Bay lived, and the big black man, though just barely, but the other two died.
Clodagh said it would be along haul for her and the other survivors.

The Chief Engineer on board the Jenny had been uneasy for days. He could run the administrative
bits of the ship, but when al the senior officersjust took off like that without so much as a by-your-leave,
well, what was a bloke to think? Miss Dinah usualy passed on the Captain's orders, or Megenda, or
faling that Second Mate Dott but they were al gone now, weren't they? Hed assumed, naturally, that the
Captain had stayed on board and sent Miss Dinah off with Dott and Framer. But, when he himsdlf had
checked the Captain's quarters and discovered them empty, and Louchard nowhere on board, the lads
had broken into the Haimacan rum and got legless. No-one had attempted to clean up the resultant mess,
despite hiswarning that there would be hell to pay when the Captain returned.

And now the reckoning was due. There was the Captain on the comscreen.

‘Good to see you, sir. We thought you was on board wif us, sir, till we noticed you wasnt, like.’

‘Very observant, came the Captain's gurgly aienish voice from out of his octopus-like head with that
funny eye channe runnin’ al around it. The reason he had Miss Dinah to front for him, everyone
reckoned, was that too much lookin' at the Captain woulda been bad for morale. '‘But obvioudy, | am
not there as | am here on board the shuttle. Our mission is accomplished, but thereis till the matter of
payment for the Algemeinewoman.’

‘Framer said as how them high-class people wouldn't pay no ransom.’

‘Framer talked too much. Framer has paid the consequences of indiscretion. Even dignitaries have
familieswho do not wish to seethem. .. detained, or to suffer any... inconvenience. Besideswhich,
outsde parties had an interest in this detention. Patch through the following transmissions to these codes
and rendezvous with me a the following coordinates.’

‘Aye-aye, Sr. And may | say, Sir, that it will be good to have you aboard again, Sir.’

Torkel Fiskewas entertaining in his suite aboard his father's star-yacht when the cal camein onthe
private channel that was supposed to be available only to him and hisfather. It only took one glance at
hiscaler to tell him that the transmission was definitdly not from hisfather. He closed the door quickly so
that his guest would not inadvertently catch sight of hiscaler. The creature on his screen was hideous.
Not that Torkel hadn't seen Aurelians before. He had, and he hadn't liked them then ether. On those
occasions, they had been in appropriate places, not invading his privacy. 'Y es? he asked. 'Thisisa
private channd. How did you gain access? Y ou arein violation of the Inter-gal actic Communications and
TradeAct...

‘Fiske, you two-timing maggoty imbecile. Y ou set meup.’

‘I don't believe I've had the honour,' Torkd said in his stiffest military manner.

‘Thisis Louchard spesking, Onidi Louchard. Ring abell?

No wonder the pirate sent Dinah O'Neill to negotiate for him! She was adamned sight easier to look
at and more discreet aswell. She'd know better than to try to contact clientsin their own homes. This
was a definite breach of professond etiquette and he didn't intend to stand for it.

‘Not here, it damn sure doesn't. I'm ending thistrans

‘. Would. Not.' The Aurdlian said, and Torkel remembered that the pirate was reputed to have an
efficient complement of skilled assassnswho ‘diminated’ those dissatisfied with Louchardian
arrangements. 'Now listen to me, Fiske. Y ou completely neglected to mention the Gentlepersons
Agreement regarding abductions when you suggested | kidnap the Algemeine woman. Y ou knew that
ransoms are never paid by people of that ilk...’



“Your emissary’, and Torkel managed asneer,' should have been aware of it, Sncethe Agreement'sa
long-standing one. So that's your error, not mine! I'm ending now.’

‘No, you're not. Y ou would scarcely careto entertain avisit from my termination speciadists, now
would you? And you will, unlessyou seeto it that were compensated for our troublein her case’

‘Compensation is your business, not mine. Why should | pay for her return?

The pirate did something most unusua with his head, eyes and tentacles that made Torkdl's ssomach
heave and the noise it made was even more ghastly. Aurelian laughter? Then Louchard said, Therésaso
the matter of Colonel Maddock-Shongili. She says...’

‘| don't care what she says. | was led to believe you were competent at what you do. Obvioudly |
was misinformed. If you can't get your ransoms, then kill both of them for dl | care. If you were as
professond asyou were said to be, we wouldn't be having this conversation. Out.’

And he clicked the corn-control with great satisfaction, feding that held definitely had the best of that
exchange. The best of that bitch, Y anaba Maddock! And nothing to link him with her demise.

Matthew Luzon received the call from the Aurdian as he was engaged in assisting with the
enlightenment of the people of Potala, who had, before Company renovations, been so wasteful asto
have nearly seventy per cent of their populace serving as cdlibate clerics. Potala had set up atheocracy
until the Company put astop to it, reminding the little planet that, whileit might believe that killing animas
was wrong and certain places were sacred, the planet was, in fact, entirely and in al respectsthe
property of Intergd. Fortunately, so far, Potala had showed no outward inclination to join in persondly
on the sde of itsinhabitants, despite the clams of certain tenets of their rdigion.

Matthew was busily reinterpreting those tenets when his comunit sgnaled for his atention on the
Company's priority channd. A hideous Aurdlian face and waving tentaclesfilled the screen.

‘Luzon, you've been cutting in on enterprises that were guaranteed to us as part of our deal with you
and Fiske’

‘And who might you be, brother? Luzon asked.

‘I am Louchard, Captain of the Pirate Jenny. | have taken receipt of certain live cargo whose
possession was supposed to guarantee me the right to exploit the assets of the world known as
Petaybee, formerly an Intergd ingtalation.’

‘Ah, and how isthe good Colonel Maddock?

Louchard paused to indulge in adegp and nasty chuckle. 'Asyou wished, her days are numbered. As
to those associates of yours from the Asian Esoteric and Exotic Company, were you awvare that they
have denuded vast aress of resources that should be used for her ransom? Redlly, Doctor Luzon, that
was not well done. Tsck, tsck. | am not at al pleased to learn that you enticed other companies and
individualsto movein where | believed | had been guaranteed a monopoly on such resources, poor and
insufficient asthey gppear to be.' Louchard chidingly waggled laterd tentacles. 'Not the way to play the
game with Captain Louchard, | assureyou.’

‘My dear Captain, | implied nothing. Y our dedlings, | believe, were with Captain Fiske. Any disparity
inwhat you were promised and what you eventualy obtain should be discussed with him.’

“Y ou will not attempt to confuse theissue, Luzon. | have spoken to Fiske. He says you encouraged
him to employ meto... entertain Colond Maddock and Madame Algemeine, mideading both him and
myself asto their actud vauein order to indulge apersond grudge.’

‘| deny that. There was never any persond fedling of animosity towards either lady on my part,
despite the physical and professiond injuries they caused me.

| have smply been using rather unorthodox contacts to force an issue on which | fed the Company
has prematurdly relinquished their rights. Y ou understand, dear Captain, that the harvestersfrom the
Asian Esoteric and Exotic Company, the shuttle service and other fruits of the publicity | have arranged
for Terraform B have amply been in the nature of covering my bets, you might say, in caseyou failed, as
you obvioudy have’

‘That's adouble-crossin my book, Luzon. I'm going to have to dispose of my passengers.’



No more interfering Algemeine? No more self-righteous Y anaba Maddock? Matthew couldn't
conceal hissmileashe said, 'Y ou must do as you seefit, Captain.’

Ending the transmission, Y ana switched off the shuttle's comunit and the holo-image of Louchard.
Sean had gtationed himsdlf with the other witnesses beyond the viewfidld of the screen and now stepped
forward. He put his hand on her shoulder, then leaned down to gently kiss her cheek. Marmion
Algemeine and Farringer Bdll, only just graduated from the hover-chair, looked extremely grim. Even Dr
von Clough appeared vastly upset.

Whittaker Fiske, whom Johnny Greene had summoned from Interga Station to witnessthe
transmission, was terribly shaken. Clodagh, uncomfortable in the shuttle's space-conserving seet, sat
between Whit and Farringer Ball. She handed Whit a square of cloth and he mopped his eyes and blew
his nose before speaking in achoked voice.

‘1 knew Torkel was wrong-headed about Petaybee and had a grudge against Y ana, but | would
never have believed thisof himif | hadn't heard it for myself.' He turned tormented eyesto Clodagh. 'l
wish the planet had done to him what it did to those pirates and Metaxos before he debased himsdlf in
thisfashion. Deliberately contacting apirate to abduct al of you!" Whittaker shook his head, unableto
look the victimsin the eye as he waved at the empty comscreen.

Clodagh patted his hand. Y our son's been agrown man for years, Whit. Y ou can only raise ‘em, not
draitjacket them. Asfar ashisinitiation to Petaybee, Sean and | shielded you both then because we
didn't want you to be blasted like those others. We were wrong, | guess, but we knew you were
off-worlders and you didn't understand. We wanted you to have as gentle a conversion as possible so
you'd understand how it could be. We didn't want you, or him, to get culled. We should havejust let
Petaybee sort him out.’

‘1 guess 0, Whit said. "Though that should have been my responsibility. | should have pulled Torke
up about some of his earlier escapades. If he hadn't got away with them held never have tried something
of thismagnitude. But | felt there was good stuff in the boy. | never thought...' He Sghed, resigned, his
normal ebullience dead.

The otherswere quiet for amoment, then there was aknock at the open hatch and Adak stood there
with Faber Nike.

‘Here's the gent you was expectin’, Ms Marmion, come to take you home." Adak looked up Nike's
large frame, apparently satisfied that this man was appropriate for that task.

‘If you will excuse us? Marmion said to the others. Y anawillingly relinquished her pilot's seat to
Faber. 'l have arrangements to make for the CIS court to be moved to Petaybee and an incriminating
recording to deliver. Faber, the Louchard holo and certain representatives of law and order have a
rendezvous to keep with apirate ship. Oh, and would you al have any use for a spare space-worthy
vessd? Her smile was definitdly mischievous as she glanced round.

‘“What do you mean? Y ana asked, not certain if Marmion could pull off that sort of stunt.

‘Well, the ship will beforfeit, but | think the authorities might just consider it ajust compensation for
the inconvenience, harassment, outrage, and indignities of afdseincarceration of Petaybean citizens?

“Y ou were kidnapped, too, Y ana said while Sean chuckled.

‘Ah, yes, but | have my own ship and Petaybee could certainly profit by having its own navy.’

‘A shuttle and aspacer? Sean said, grinning. 'l think we might even go into the transport business..."
When he heard Clodagh's exasperated snort, he held up his hand and added, 'Of course, therewill bea
grict enforcement of immigration - to keep the undesirable el ement from landing on our native soil.’

‘ An eminently seng ble and honourable career for apiratical vessdl,' said Namid, who had been sitting
quietly behind Marmion. He rose now and took her hand. 'Return soon.’

Shegave him alingering glance and asaucy smile. 'Oh, | will. | certainly will." Then shedimpled at
Yanaand Sean. 'But I'll send the ship back as soon as| can talk the authoritiesinto it.’

“What do you mean? Dr Matthew L uzon demanded imperioudy of the three officids who had
presented themselves at his main office on Potala. 'I'm under arrest? For what crime, might | ask?



‘Fraudulent misrepresentation, illega transport licensing, accessory after the fact in an instance of
kidnapping’

‘Oh, now come off it," Matthew said, cutting off the chargeswith an irate wave of hishand. ‘That is
utterly outrageous..." He caught sight of hisnew chief assstant trying to get hisattention. 'Well, what isit,
Dawtrey?

‘Sir, they've been through the lega department and the arrest is legd and not asingle loophole that
can bechdlenged...’

‘ Preposterous.”

‘Dr Matthew Luzon, you will accompany usto the court which hasissued thiswarrant to answer the
charges, forthwith and immediately,' the officer in charge of the deputation said in such apompoustone
that Luzon laughed.

‘“Well see about this," he threatened and depressed atoggle to summon his security staff.

‘Sir, dr, Dr Luzon," his chief assstant said, pumping his hand in the air with the urgency of a
schoolchild in desperate need of rdieving himself,' the matter has been seen to, before we'd even permit
them to interrupt you.’

‘And? Luzon stood up, to give the three-man deputation the full force of hisimposing stature and
persondlity.

‘They are acting quite within the scope of their duties and you redly will haveto go with them.’

‘1, Dr Matthew Luzon, interrupt a busy schedule to appear in aminor court?

‘It'samaor court, dr," the assstant said, ‘and Legal says you have no option but to accompany them
without protest or...’

‘... A charge of ressting arrest will aso belevied against you, Dr Luzon.’

The senior officid, expressonless though hisface was, did seem, in Luzon's estimation, to be enjoying
his duties far more than he had any right to. The very ideathat officias could bargeinto his office,
interrupt his work day when he had an entire planet to set to rights, was preposterous. And yet, the
amosphere was rife with barely concealed emotions, dmost 'menacing' in the tension.

A discreet tap on hisdoor, which his senior secretary hastened to open, resulted in the view of his
entirelegd taff, assembled in the outer room. Peltz, the senior adviser, caught Luzon's eye and gave him
aquick nod of the head. Luzon took that to mean that they had everything under control and thisrisible
Stuation would soon be arather bad taste in his mouth.

‘Very wdl, gentlemen, if that isthe order of the court, as alaw-abiding citizen of thisgalaxy, | submit.'
There was nothing at adl submissive about Dr Matthew Luzon as he smartly passed his would-be captors
on hisway to the corridor and to the persond vehicle which should be waiting at hisleve to transport
him.

The vehicle awaiting him was not his persona one but adrab and very officid one and matters
proceeded downhill with astonishing speed after that.

Nor was he at al reassured to discover that the plaintiff who had levelled these charges againgt him
was none other than the Secretary General of Intergal, Farringer Ball, and that the warrant had originated
from Intergdl's Petaybean ingtdlation.

‘The planet's corrupting everyone, he shouted as he was led off to aholding cell. The last glimpse he
had of hiswell-paid, highly trained and motivated legd department were their dightly bemused
expressions. Bemused at his expense.

Nor was hisincarceration in any way mitigated by the fact that he was|ed past acell containing
Captain Torkd Fiske who was Sitting in abject dejection on the spartan bed of the accommodeation.

‘Fiske? What's the meaning of this?

“Now, now, sor," said the senior officer hurrying him to the next section of the prison and hisown
quarters, 'no talking. That's not alowed to prisoners on remand.’

What Torked Fiske could not figure out was how he had been implicated in the



Algemeine-Maddock-Rourke-Metaxos kidnappings. Unless, of course, Captain Louchard had been
captured and had taken revenge on what he considered to be Torkel's perfidy by deciding to turn
Galactic-evidence to gain areduced sentence. Kidnapping demanded afate far worse than degth -
imprisonment in a gpace capsule which was then rel eased beyond the heliopause of the local star system
with sufficient oxygen to keep the crimina aivelong enough to regret both crime and life.

Sometook as long as weeks to suffocate, depending on the amount of oxygen supplied, and there
was no legal amount specified so there was no way of knowing how long you would keep on bregthing.
If you were claustrophobic, maybe you went mad firdt. If you had agoraphobia, the torture would be
equally severe. No-one had ever been rescued.

Torkel had managed to get amessage off to hisfather athough he wasn't sureif that would do any
good. Why, hisfather might even havetold the officids where to find him: Whittaker was scrupulous
about obeying the law and Marmion was an old and valued associate.

What Torkd had counted on was Captain Louchard's piratical expertise aswell as an ignorance of
the Gentlepersons Agreement regarding being kidnapped. There hadn't been an abduction of someone
of Marmion de Revers Algemeings socia prominencein so many years that the Pact was no longer
common knowledge. Besides, Torkel would have been happy enough with the abduction of the minor
persondities, to pay back Y ana, and indirectly Sean, aswell asthose obnoxiouskids. Caveat emptor !
Even apirate should know whereto draw the linein dastardly deeds.

Odd, if Louchard was responsible for Torkel's arrest, that there had been nothing on the net reports
about the capture of pirate and crew. That would have given Torkd sufficient warning to make for parts
unknown and to undergo a complete identity change. He'd some tentative plans made in that direction but
he'd been taken so by surprise that he hadn't had a chance to put them into use. HE'd opened his door
and there they were!

And the complaint had originated not from DamaMarmion de Revers Algemeine but Farringer Ball.
That didn't make much sense to Torkd Fiske who had last seen Farringer Bal on a screen at SpaceBase
in Petaybee. And the man was physically on that wretched iceberg now. How under the sunshad he
managed to end up there? Of dl placesin the civilized galaxy!

The sght of Matthew Luzon dso in custody did nothing to rlieve Torked's sense of impending doom
and, asif expecting his movementsto be shortly confined in a space coffin, he began to pace the cell.
Smadll asit was, he could still walk about it. Three paces up and three paces back and two back and
forth... and if he went too fast, he cracked his shins on the hard plastic edge of the built-in bed or
dammed histoes againgt thedab wall.

The Jenny-, now registered as the Curlycom, with new papers and no history beforeits
recommissioning and complete overhaul, made her 'maiden’ landing at SpaceBase with ashipment of
plumbing units, temporary housing units (though none as fancy as the Nabatira Cubes athough adequate
for the Petaybean climate), and other ‘'mod cons which most inhabitants of the Galaxy took for granted
but which sent the happy recipients on Petaybee into raptures. An accompanying note delivered by the
captain, Petaybean-born Declan Doyle, newly commissioned and still stunned by his promotion and good
fortune, indicated that the shipments had been purchased with the rewards for the return of many vauable
and pricelessitems found on board the ship when she had been stopped, boarded and her crew placed
in custody.

One arriva among the others particularly pleased Sister Igneous Rock. It was acollection of textson
the theories and principles behind the application and ingtallation of geo-thermal and hydro-electric
power, the English trandation from the origina Icelandic, dating from severa centuries before. Sister
Igneous Rock discussed the windfall with Brother Shale, then on every subsequent day, she could be
found at the communion cave reading bits aoud and afterwards asking pertinent questions.

‘“What do you think? Would that work well here? Could you do a channel here and here, and ill
meet your other commitments? Thiswouldn't hurt, would it?

She kept alog of her research, enquiries and the planet's responses and was compiling alist for Sean,



Y anaand ultimately Madame Algemeine of equipment that would eventualy be needed to assist the
planet initsfirst venture into co-operative technology. Her intense contact with the planet considerably
reduced her awe of it, but although it lost its godlike stature as aresult, the planet, considering and
collaborating with her for the welfare of itsinhabitants, never sopped being 'beneficent’ in her mind.

Thefirgt out-bound voyage wasto ddliver to the Interga Station the sixty survivorsof the Asian
Esoteric and Exotic Company whose unauthorized presence on Petaybee was adversely regarded by
Interga and CIS. Intergd tried to evade the responsibility but Petaybean officials were perfectly within
their rightsto return theillegal diensto their previous port of cdl. Their employers had been notified to
collect the stranded men and women.

Thein-bound voyage was ajoyous occasion, for Petaybean citizens had invited specidistsin many
fiddsto return hometo provide the skills needed to develop its potential. They camewillingly and with
songs about how they would help Petaybee, how and where they would live, how well their children
would livewherethe air was clear and clean, if cold, and where they could walk again with pride that
they had been born on aworld that knew exactly what it wanted.

The officid CIS meeting was convened in the architecturally astonishing Arrivals Hall of Petaybee
Space Facility - desgned by Oscar O'Neill from the bits and pieces which Intergal had not thought
salvageable and some remarkable local materias donated by the planet itself. O. O. had terminated his
employment with Nabatira Cubesin order to devote the rest of hislifeto learning about the O'Nelll clan
and adapting many long-held construction notions to Petaybean needs and materias.

Farringer Bdl, looking fit with awinter-tanned skin and now walking without aids, wasthe
Chairperson.

Although he dtill tired easly, he had obvioudy recovered his zest for living and banged the opening
gave with afirm hand.

Phon Tho Anaciliact, thoroughly enchanted by what had been accomplished so speedily, wasthere as
the senior representative of his organization.

Admira Generd Touche Segilla-Dove had arrived in hisimpressve gig with hisaides and other
service personnd since that arm of Gaactic Management aways had to have asay in such matters.
Though, one orbit of hisgig, with al its sophisticated sensors and investigative devices, had proved that
Petaybee was in fact totally unprotected. One had to discount its navy of one ship and one medium-sized
shuttle sporting the Petaybean arms of an orange cat couchant and a curlycorn rampant, both on anice
floein the middle of what appeared to be a cave. One spacer and one shuttle could not congtitute any
threat to gaactic peace and stability. The planet had only the one space facility if you could find it in the
blizzards

Admird Generd Segilla-Dove might not quite believe that the planet wasitsdf asentient being but its
spokespersons certainly were. And if they claimed to be speaking on its behaf after serious and deep
consultations, that wasfine by him. A planet held to an orbit around its primary - that was ascientific fact
- and wastherefore unlikely to go about the Galaxy fomenting rebellion and upsetting the status quo.

What he did find exceedingly odd was the bald statement that the planet was listening to every word
said in these proceedings and that that was why the walls of the Arrivals Hall appeared to ater in pattern
and colour, and why the floor occasionaly sent wisps of mist to curl about one's uniformed trouser legs.

The two adien members of the Commission aHepatode in its globe with the transcorder bobbing up
and down the circumference and a Deglatite, shielded from the eyes of the Imperfect by its carapace -
were acknowledged by Farringer Ball.

He began by expressing regret that the members of the CI'S had been delayed in the performance of
thisduty by hisown physicd illness but he hoped they would gppreciate the visit to this newest Sentient.

The witnesses were then called, one after another, to give evidence to the sentience of the entity on
which they dl stood. Clodagh Senungatuck wasfirst and spoke quietly and authoritatively.

Doctor von Clough, who had assisted her throughout the trestment of Farringer Ball and that of the
casudtiesfrom the South aswell as Dinah O'Nelll, testified to the tremendous heding potentid of



Petay-bee. He said, however, that much study would need to be done before it could be determined
which elements of Petaybean therapy could beisolated from the milieu and used off-planet. Meanwhile,
he would seek permission to transport certain of his patients to Petaybee for thergpy smilar to that which
had been used to rehabilitate Farringer Ball.

Then Sean Shongili, asthe resident eco-biologist, delivered his short addressin aconcise and very
reassuring manner.

Colond Y anaba Maddock-Shongili, co-administrator for, and in the name of, Petaybee, spoke of her
experiences with the entity and her knowledge, based on along and impressive military career with
Intergd itself, that sentience came in many forms and this one differed only in Size, and could certainly not
be assumed to be less intdligent than any others. Namid Mendel sky's testimony was an unexpected
bonus, acomplete corroboration of al the others had said, but with the additiona weight of his scientific
acumen and his professona standing in thefield of astronomy.

The astronomer had spent every possible minute in the Kilcoole communion cave, conversing with
Petaybee.

‘The thing we must dl remember about a planet awake barely two hundred years, gentlepersons, is
that it is<till ababy. While necessarily volcanic in temperament,” he paused for their laughter, 'Petaybee
shows unusua gentleness and regtraint in dealing with most problems and persons. It had told methat it
regards anyone on or anything that happens on its surface or indgde of it as an extenson of itsdf, and
makes what it feels are the necessary adjustments. It had queried me, for instance, on the physica
aspects of the rest of the universe, though the nature of the universe seemsto be something it understands
inginctivey.’

‘Excuse me, Doctor,’ one incredul ous juror had asked. 'But how exactly doesit tell you that?

*Six months ago, | understand, it would not have done, which isasign of how remarkably fast it can
respond to certain stimuli. With the current crises caused by the outside threat from the Company and
others seeking to utilize its resources before the planet has quite discovered them, the planet rapidly
developed adirect means of communication. Its minera content contai ns the same substances used in
storing sounds for reproduction in computer equipment. The planet has aways absorbed the words of
those who speak within itswalls - it stores the words and, like ababy, regurgitates them as echoes at
what it deemsto be appropriate times. Sister Igneous Rock and | have been having daily prolonged
conversations with the planet, and like any child, its vocabulary and communication skillshave grown asa
result. Loca people have dways gone to these inner spaces, they say, to include the planet in the
seasond and critical events of their lives. It should be noted, and you may question them on this matter,
that when Colonel Maddock and her companions carried small talismanic bags of Petaybean soil gleaned
from theinner caves, they felt not only psychologica comfort, but aso someform of telepathic
communication with the planet. Thisisnot hard to imagine, given the teepathic links between humansand
animas, animals and other anima's (as witnessed by many in theincident involving the Asian Esoteric and
Exotic Company on the Southern Continent), and occasiondly, asin an earlier incident, plants, the planet
and human and animal agencies. Such linksare so closethat | persondly am led to agree with Petaybee
that, in fact, everything that comes within its atmosphereis part of the life of ahighly complex and
diverdfied organism conssting not only of minerals and eements, but of every living thing that comesin
contact with its surface. Thistremendous telepathic linkage and the need for "adjustment” of initialy
outside organismsto the planet are why Petaybee has at times had such a devastating effect on some
humans. Perhgpsin timethiswill be modified. Anythingispossible’

‘ Anything is possible? asked one of the more litera-minded jurors. 'Isthisal thereisto your theory?
Have you no more definite conclusons?

‘I have, aswell asrecommendationsthat | think the Petaybean inhabitants will agree with. The planet
has infinite potentia beyond anything I've ever seen, experienced or heard of in my career. However, itis
agrowing, developing entity and it must be nurtured and encouraged in finding its own best uses and
vaues. New immigration must be monitored and numbers controlled so as not to overwhelm the available
resources and, most particularly, so that newcomersto the planet can become properly acclimatized and



adjusted without harmful after-effects’

Admird Generd Sevilla-Dove wasinclined to believe Mende sky, though the opinion was not exactly
what he had expected from an astronomer. But the Admira Genera had noticed how the mist seemed to
thicken on the floor when the locals spoke. And the air in the Hall lso was fragrant with scents he only
barely remembered from his childhood.

Thismeseting wasredly only aformaity and Farringer Ball whacked the gavel that made the whole
thing right and tight in just under an hour and ahdf, the Admiral General noted.

Then the formal meeting was thrown open to specidly invited guests and amedl of finger foods,
accompanied by aloca drink caled 'blurry’, were handed round in celebration.

The 'invited' seemed to be everyone on the planet, which might explain why the ArrivdsHal ona
barely terraformed iceball in the middle of nowhere was aslarge asit was. For certainly people were not
thronging to visit, or even vacation, on Petaybee in numbers that would require such amassive facility.

Then agaggle of musicianstook their places on the daiswhere Farringer Ball had officiated. Their
musi ¢ was subtly enhanced in afashion which kept one of hisaides, who was musicaly inclined, trying to
find out where the accoustical augmentations were hidden. The Admiral Genera waited the customary
courteous hour and then made hisfarewdls.

He did spend afew minutes congratul ating the Shongilis on their officially acknowledged status and he
hoped that the planet would prosper. (How warm air could be blown up trouser legs securdly tucked into
his boots, Sevilla-Dove did not know, but when it reached his crotch, he was surprised and... relieved.)

Thefact that his aides aso had experienced unusud physica pleasures did not impinge on hisfeding
that he had been specidly singled out for the atentions.

The Admira Generd and his aides were the only members of CISwho did leave. But then they
wouldn't have understood how important today's songs would be. The Hepatode and the Deglatite might
not have been ableto eat or drink but they each found a corner from which to watch the curious antics of
the Petay-beans.

Marmion had arrived sometime during the investiture and had much to regale her friends about certain
'loose ends she had seen tied in appropriate knots prior to her return.

‘Macci was dl but skint, despite his excellent sdary with Rothschild's” shetold Y ana, Diego and
Bunny. 'Actudly, it was Charmion, of al people, who found out that he's agambling addict. He gambles
for and on anything that anyone will take book on. And you know how some species regard betting as
the only honourable form of entertainment. He was so deeply in debt that when. .. oh dear, it was Dinah
again who made the contact... how is she?

‘Much better. Remarkably so, in fact. Except for her hair, which she cals her new platinum blond
look, she looks as good as she did before the cave - better in fact. Happier, certainly. Any place else,
people would resent her but apparently in Tanana Bay she'sabit of a celebrity, and thoroughly enjoying
it. Chumiasays sheiswriting agreat song about her pirating days and how Petaybee got the best of her.
And men who want to replace Namid are turning up on the doorstep from asfar away as Katmandu, but
Dinah doesn't seem too eager to go rushing off. | think she enjoys having family near too much and having
the chance to find out who she iswithout dways having to scramble for something. I'm sorry | couldn't
keep my word on the safe passage | guaranteed her and her crew, but | did tell her all dong | couldn't
speak for the planet.’

“What happened to dl of them was no fault of yours, Yana. It was adirect result of being who and
what they were. In spite of everything, it was the good part of Dinah's nature that preserved her.’

‘The planet as the ultimate character-building experience, eh? | suppose so. Still, abit rough at times;’
Yanasad. It wasn't so much that she felt any remorse towards the pirates as that her own honour was
important to her. Dinah seemed to bear noiill will, however, arid Y ana had quite forgiven her now that
she was s0 changed. 'Muktuk and Chumiaare even letting her hunt on her own these days. So Macci
wasthe victim of hisown excesses?

‘And willing to clear afew debts by leading usinto danger.’ The set of Marmion'slips suggested that



shewasn't quite asforgiving as Y ana. 'Pies, I'm relieved to say, was totaly innocent. Her only sin was
wanting to show him off without investigating his background thoroughly. Though how he managed to
delude the Rothschild Personnd Bureau is amatter under the Strictest scrutiny, | can assure you. Asan
Esoteric and Exotic Company ishaving dl its activitiesinvestigated to seeif there have been other
ecologicaly unsound "harvests'. It's been quite exciting, redly. But I'm so glad to be back here,' and she
tightened her hand on Namid'sarm. 'If you simply have to stay and talk every day to Petaybee, | guess
I'll just haveto ask permission to immigrate.”

‘Oh, well haveto enquireif that's possible,’ said Sean with a very serious expression.

‘Sean!" hiswife chided him. And then he laughed, giving her an affectionate kiss on the cheek, and
grinned a& Marmion and Namid.

‘Asif we dared take Namid away from his educational duties with Petaybee!’ Then he pointed. 'Ah,
the best isabout to begin.’

After the custom of latchkay singings on Petaybee, Buneka Rourke accompanied Diego Metaxos to
thedas.

‘Diego hasasong to sing,’ she said with more than her customary dignity and the assembled
Petaybeans settled down to listen.

Diego's song was different from any other Petaybean song. It was neither achant nor an old Irish
melody with new words but atune al his own, with Irish and Spanish influences and the besat of the Inuit
aswedll, but aso hints of the music of the other peoples of Petaybee and parts beyond. It spoke of
growth and change, pain and discovery, the pain that had accompanied the awakening of the planet, the
near-death of hisfather, the actua deaths of others, the cost of too much change too quickly to
Petaybee, but how good athing the change could be if it altered someone asit had Dinah O'Neill. And
lastly, it spoke of hisfear of changeif it meant losing Bunny. He concluded with a hope that he could be
likethe planet and let the changes awaken himsalf and his beloved to liveslimitlessin possibility for
adventure and love.

There was a chorusto this song, with its repetitive theme of change and growth, and on every chorus,
the voices of the people were joined by another voice, abig, melodious, joyous voice that contained all
of theirsin aresonance of itsown.

The kaleidoscope turns

The patterns change

All welearn

That once was strange

Somewill go and somewill stay

Somewill cling, some turn away

Some will wither, somewill grow

New friends come and old friends go

Seeds and saplings, kit and pup

Some grow down and some grow up

Some fly away and some touch down

While Petaybee planet spinsaround...

The "around' echoed particularly long and happily throughout the rest of the latchkay.

Epilogue
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Oddly enough it was the word ‘come invading her dreamless deep as an undeniable imperative that
woke Yana. And, the rumbling purr of the orange cat, Marduk, unexpectedly sitting right beside her head
onthepillow. Shefelt the musclesin her bely shifting, not painfully, but definitely contracting, and she
woke Sean. The cat jumped off the bed and stood imperioudy by the door - asif she hadn't guessed
what needed to be done.

‘It'stime. I've been called,’ she said. He was up and half dressed before she could swing her legsto
the side of the bed. But then, advanced pregnancy had dowed her once quick precise movementsto
awkward rumblings which she sometimes resented.

Sean grabbed up thefine polar bear rug that Loncie had given her and threw it about her shoulders.
He picked up the satchel which contained the necessary items and opened the door.

Nanook was there and Clodagh had her foot on the bottom step.

‘1 wondered..." she began, smiling in the dawnlight up a Y ana.

When Y anaand Sean reached the ground - the path to the cave well trampled in preparation for this
moment - Clodagh moved to her other side. 'Do you fed like walking? Clodagh asked.

‘It'sgood for me!’

‘Yes, but isit what you fed like doing?

‘Well, | haveto walk asfar asthe cave, don't 17

‘Yes,' Sean said. 'That you must do.’

Looking Sdeways, Y anasaw that Sean'slips weretight againgt the anxiety he wasfeding.

‘It'sOK, Sean,’ she said gently, patting hishand. 'It'sredly OK. Hell, we know I've never been
fitter.’

‘But you are not, so Sister Iggierock says, in your first youth.’

‘lggierock haslearnt agreat dedl,' Clodagh said with a chuckle.

And then they were in the cave which began to glow, a soft lambent one, welcoming, soothing and the
little twitch of apprehension which Y anahad so vocally denied eased.

| believein you, shetold the planet. | believe in you.

‘Yes, believe,' the planet said.

‘Oh, | believe,' Sean said beside her snce he must have thought the planet was spesking to him.

They reached the spot that had been previoudy picked and the bedding and other necessitieswere
there. They had no need of the extralights, for the cavern was radiant.

Clodagh helped Yanadip out of her flanne nightgown and then thefirgt of the strong contractions
caught her.

‘Breathe as you've been taught,’ Clodagh said, waiting until the contraction had eased before she led
Y anato the water's edge.

Sean dived in and broke the water as a selkie, came to the two women, both of whom were now in
thewarm comfort of thewater. Y anadipped down into it, found the ledge that seemingly had been
crested to cushion her while Clodagh made herself secure just below Y ana

The mist began to rise then, but only on the ground behind them. Y anaiinhaled deeply of the scented,
comforting moigt air. The next contraction was harder, yet shedidn't fed it as'hard’ only as aworking of
muscles. She could relax. Petaybee was al around her, and her husband was as he wished to be at this
propitious moment in hislife, this miraculous moment of hers, and Clodagh would seeto everything
healing as sheadwaysdid.

A furred face stroked hers from out of the mist and she laughed when she redlized it was Nanook -
yes, and there was Marduk, too, and the gods knew how many more purring mightily in the cavefor it
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echoed of "purr'.

Another massive contraction which Y ana, for one second apprehensive, thought much too soonina
norma delivery. Then she found herself wanting to push and panted as shed been taught.

‘It'smuch too soon for this stage,’ she said between pantings.

‘Wdll, you never know," Clodagh said comfortingly. 'Weve been here longer than you might redize’

‘Butwe... judt... got... here.' Clodagh chuckled again and then was very busy, between Y anaslegs
underwater. The water itself was bright, so Yanawas able to view her upheld legs on Clodagh's
shoulders and know that the woman was submerged. Sean's furred flipper-hand was on her knee and
then amighty convulsion and Clodagh came up out of the water, holding her hands up and Yanasaw a
slvery furred baby body in the capable pams.

“Y our son, Shongili," Clodagh cried and the cats gave voice to the most musica caterwaul possible,
sounds not generaly considered feline or musica but were avoluntary of welcome.

‘Oh my god, and Y ana's body wanted to repest its previous confusion.

A naked furry wet body was thrust into Y ana's hands as Clodagh ducked under the water again while
Y ana, consumed with asecond mighty pushing, redlized she was delivering a second sakie child.

‘How did that happen? she exclaimed as Clodagh surfaced with yet another squirming baby, thisone
aready squaling at its lack of precedence.

“Youveafinefamily al inthe one go, Clodagh said, water sheeting off her smiling face.

‘Did you know I'd be having twins? Y anaexclamed, haf of her gppalled that that information had
been withheld while the other haf of her was marvelling at the perfection of her selkie son who, minutes
old ashewas, was dready dtering hisform to human now he was out of the water.

Clodagh gave a snort, hauling hersalf and the baby out of the water. 'And you as big asawhae and
didn't guess?

“How could | guess?I've never been around pregnant women. Oh, he's gorgeous... oh, oh..."and
suddenly Y anarealized her son was completing hisdteration to atotally human baby. Then Clodagh was
holding her salkie daughter out of the water and the same phenomenon was occurring on that precious
body. Sean salkie was embracing her, and the children,-his slver eyeswide with wonder and blinking
water.

They made atableau then, the mother, father, children and midwife, selkie and human. Then dl were
totally human as Sean lifted himself out of the water. Now Y anaredlized why the planet had inssted on
this birthplace and how easy it had made what could have been avery difficult sesson for her. Petaybee
was learning, too. Namid said the thing to remember about a planet only abit over two hundred years
old wasthat it, too, was ababy. Every timeit had a conversation or experience, it learned, grew,
expanded its potentia . As he probed for its secrets, it had questions of its own for him on the nature of
what lay beyondit.

By the time the afterbirth had been expelled and Y anawas able to emerge from the water, shewas
flat-bellied and lithe again.

Holding both arms out in gratitude, she thanked Petaybee, her words coming out amost as alatchkay
oNg.

‘Thank you for the birthing. It was painless.

Thank you for my strong son and my fine daughter.

Thank you for their changing. Thank you for everything.’

“You are welcome, Y anaba. Y ou are welcome!’

Y anacouldn't help grinning. Twice welcome for bearing twins? This planet moved in mysterious ways
and what had it inmind for her children?

"Welcome!

THE END



