Power Li nes
by: Anne McCaffrey
And El i zabeth Ann Scar bor ough

Copyright 1994

Chapter 1

SpaceBase occasionally still runbled underfoot, as if to rem nd everyone
t hat Pet aybee pl anet was by no means pacified. The riders fromKilcoole
village had kept well to the wooded trails farthest fromthe steaning, freshly
thawed river, now nerely rimmed with ice like a frosting of salt along the top
of a glass. Several tines on their journey, the planet shook and shifted, as
if telling themof the urgency of their nission, but by now the Petaybeans
calmMy accepted the planet's new nood.

Maj or Yanaba Maddock, Intergal Conpany Corps, Retired-well, nostly
retired, anyway, |ooked around at the faces of her lover and her new friends
and nei ghbors. Their own npbod was both happy and expectant as they disnounted
in front of the SpaceBase headquarters building. «d odagh Senungat uk
Ki |l cool e's heal er and one-worman information center, dusted her divided skirts
whi l e her curly-coated horse gazed inpassively as flurries of its freshly shed
hairs floated on the unseasonably warm air.

Si nead Shongili, Yana's own bel oved Sean's sister, assisted Aisling,
Ol odagh's sister, fromthe saddl e whil e Buneka Rourke held the reins of her
Uncl e Seanus's and Aunt Miira's horses as they disnounted. The churned nud
that formed the roads at SpaceBase was dotted with stones and boards and
pi eces of netal to be used as steps. Hopping fromone of these to the next,
the party of Petaybeans made their way into the building.

They all had such high hopes for this neeting, Yana thought, alnpst wth
irritation. Personally, she hated neetings. Always had. Mst of them
provi ded no nore input than could be contained in a tw-second burst on a comm
link. Waste of tine, ordinarily. She took a deep breath and neatly tucked in
the shirt tails of the uniformblouse that Dr. Wittaker Fiske had suggested
m ght be the politically tactful costume for the occasion. Partisan as she
was, she was the npbst neutral person attending the neeting. While the conpany
she kept announced her | eanings, the uniformwould rem nd the bosses of her
| ong-standing affiliation with |Intergal

Sean Shongili, sensing her tension, reached up briefly to knead the back
of her neck, and she gave hima nervous smile. As the chief geneticist for
this area of the planet, Sean was a key nmenmber of the Petaybean del egati on.

He and the others seenmed to think that it was predestined that the conpany nen
woul d see reason and accede to the requirenents of their planet and its
peopl e. Sean, who despite his profession was no nore experienced at being a
prospective parent than she was, had al ready suggested that her preneeting
trepidation was in part at least a hornonally stinulated response. He was
wrong, but as he had been born and bred on the planet, she could hardly expect
hi m to under st and.

Pet aybeans gathered only to entertain thensel ves and each other or to
di scuss a problemand arrive at a consensus for solution. Conpany neetings
were far nmore often power plays where the issue was secondary to whose view
prevail ed. But then, Yana had never before been to any neeting where the
i ssue was the survival of a sentient planet and its people.



Two deep breaths, and she followed Sean into the building and on into
the conference room As the Petaybeans and Yana entered, Dr. Whittaker Fiske
stood, forcing the other dignitaries to do |likewi se. Here nost of the cracks
fromthe earthquakes had been seal ed. The screens along the walls were stil
slightly askew on their brackets but functional. There wasn't enough seating
for all the Petaybeans who had been invited, but the mgjor players ringed the
beautiful table, hand crafted from native Petaybean woods.

As nom nal chairperson, Wiittaker Fiske sat in the center with his son
Captain Torkel Fiske. Yana, Sean Shongili, d odagh, and the Petaybean
survivors of the last ill-fated exploratory nmission sat to the left of the
Fi skes; Francisco and Di ego Metaxos and Steve Margolies were placed to the
right, along with various other conpany dignitaries. The latter | ooked
consi derably nore confused than the Petaybean group, who were, to a person
optimstically resol ute.

A bare half hour later, when the conmlink with Intergal Earth had been
establ i shed, the optim smon many faces had been replaced wi th di sgust and
di smay at the unreasonabl eness of certain officials.

"And you actually have the unmtigated gall " decl ared the occupant
of the main screen, Farringer Ball, the secretary-general of Intergal's Board
of Directors, "to tell ne that the planet is making these demands on us!" His
round, fleshy face had taken on a reddi sh orange hue.

Yana t hought sone of that color had to be generated by the faulty
connection or the disrupted innards of the commscreen. No human flesh could
turn such a shade

"Yes, Farrie, that's what |'m saying," \Wittaker Fiske replied, smling
gently as a fond parent might to an erring child. "And |I've proof enough that
I haven't lost ny marbles or nmelted my circuits or any dammed thing el se you
can think up to account for such a-" Wittaker Fiske paused and grinned before
he added, "delusion. Delusion it isn't!" He said that with no smile whatever
and a very sol enm expression. "W may not have encountered such a phenonmenon
before, Farrie, but we have now, and | don't need ny nose rubbed in it any
nore than it has been. So let's get on with-"

"We'll get on with nothing, Fiske," Farringer Ball said explosively, and
a thick finger rose fromthe bottom of the screen, followed by a hand that was
shaking with anger. 'I'msending a relief conpany down inmediately, with a

squad of nedics to check out every single-"

"Just be sure none of the conpany or the medics happen to have Petaybee
as their planet of origin," Torkel interrupted.

"Huh? What's that, Captain?" The secretary-general shifted his scow
slightly to Torkel.

"It'"ll be hard to do, Secretary Ball, since nost of your best nmen and
worren cone fromthis planet.”

"I don't believe what |'mhearing." Farringer turned away fromthe
canera to address others on his end of the conmunications channel. "W've got
a planet issuing orders, respected scientists gone barmnmy, and now captai ns
telling secretary-generals how to choose reinforcenments! This situation is
now C ass Four!"

"You never were reasonable, Farrie," Wittaker Fiske remarked in an
am ably placatory tone, "when you cone up agai nst sonething renotely unusual."



"Renot el y? Unusual ?"

"Like I said ..." Wiittaker glanced around the screens at the other
peopl e who were attending the conference froma distance. "You can't handl e
what isn't in the book. This isn't. | canme here nyself to sort out what
| ooked like a minor glitch. And it's the majorest one |'ve ever encountered.
However, keeping both nmind and options open, |1'd still like to get on with the
substance of this conference. Take a trank, Farrie, and listen, will ya?

"Il explain if you stop interrupting ne."

"W do owe Whittaker the courtesy of hearing himout, Farringer," said
one of the other board nenbers, a wonman of el egant bearing and conposure. She
had a beautiful countenance, scul pted on classic lines that owed nothing to
surgical skills. Her black hair waved back to frame her heart-shaped face;
even the harsh colors of the conmunit could not hide the porcelain fairness
of her conplexion, or the clear, bright blue of her eyes. Her nakeup was
di screet, and the only hint of her high rank was the exotically set firestones
that she wore as earrings. Marmon de Revers Al geneine had nade severa

fortunes on 'hearing people out.' | rather fancy the idea of a planet know ng
what it wants, and doesn't want! Sentience on a vast scale." She |eaned
forward, elbows on the surface in front of her, and rested her chin on her
fists. "Besides, Wittaker never gives boring reports.”

She flicked her glance sideways, but as the speakers were in different
offices, at widely separated locations, it was inpossible to tell if she was
| ooki ng at soneone in her vicinity or one of the other attendees.

This won't be the least bit boring, Marnmie," Wittaker said, grinning.
"Torkel sent me an urgent call that there was a breakdown in the terraformng
on this planet, we used Terraform B, the Whittaker Effect, which has never
bef ore broken down, so |I figured that a sinple adjustnent would suffice, but I
certainly wanted to be on hand ... "

"Yes, yes, we know your grandfather devel oped that program" Ball said
testily, flicking his fingers inpatiently.

"The point, then, ny inpatient friend, is that no break down has
occurred. Unless one counts evolutionary devel opment of a quite extraordi nary
nature as breakdown." \Whittaker said the last triunphantly, and Yana saw sone
of the Petaybean contingent nodding in agreenent and | ooking relieved.

"Am | m ssing something here?" Ball denanded. "Have you found a way to
extract the mnerals we require after all? O located the m ssing nenbers of
the teans?"

"No, but one surviving team nenber, who has made quite a spectacul ar
recovery, is sitting here in this room Dr. Metaxos?"

"Secretary-Ceneral Ball." Francisco Metaxos nodded to the screen
Met axos's hair was now spectacul arly white, but otherw se he | ooked nuch
younger than he had when he was first found, closer to his true age of
forty-some-odd years. Wen Yana had first seen him she'd thought hima man
of seventy or so. The only change that hadn't reversed was the hair. It had
been, when he | anded, as black as his son's, or so D ego had said.

Mar mi on Al genei ne suddenly smled. "Frank! W heard you were ..

"I was," Metaxos said, returning her smile. "But as happens w th nany
mal adi es, once the cause of mne was nade clear, the appropriate treatnment was



adm ni stered and |'m fine now "

"Why is everybody talking in riddl es?" Ball asked, alnost plaintively.

"I'f you'll allow me, sir," Torkel cut in, I think I have the
explanation. It seens that all of us, nyself included, have been under sone
sort of massively induced hypnotic illusion. It is quite strong, quite
real -seenming. Under this illusion, one becones certain that this terraforned

rock on which we stand is actually a sentient being. That is, of course,
i npossible, a bit of superstitious nonsense, but | assure you the quality of

the illusion is exceptional. | feel that it is induced primarily through two
of the inhabitants of this area, the wonan called C odagh and this man, Dr.
Sean Shongili. Even our own Intergal agent, Mijor Maddock here, has fallen

under their influence and-"

"None so blind as the man who will not see, son," Wittaker Fiske said
sadly.

"Even ny father has been taken in, sir.
"Excuse me," Yana said. "I thought we were here to present evidence, to
talk over solutions. There is the evidence of Lavelle Ml oney. The autopsy
report is objective enough. There were physiol ogi cal changes in Lavelle's
body that the doctors couldn't explain. Dr. Shongili here can. Whether or
not the conpany accepts the explanation is another matter but you shoul d at

| east hear Dr. Shongili out."

Ball waved a dismi ssive hand. "W've seen the reports and the treatise
he sent in with its highly imaginative expl anati on of Petaybean adaptation
Still smacks of obstructionism Besides, Shongili is one of the ringleaders

down there, if certain parties are to be believed."

The Pet aybeans cast resentful eyes on Torkel Fiske, who smiled, a
wr onged man vi ndi cat ed.

The el egant Marm on spoke again in her slow, considered way. "Tell ne,
Doctor Shongili, Ms. Senungatuk, are your perceptions that the planet is
sentient shared by other Petaybeans, planet w de?"

Gl odagh nodded, but Sean | ooked dubious. "W aren't in direct contact
with the southern [ and mass,"” he said.

"Not directly," O odagh said, shrugging. "But they know. "
"You seem so sure."

"How coul d they not know a thing like that!" C odagh asked. Yana had
the distinct inpression that C odagh was hedging, unwilling, for some good
reason, to divulge nore just then. Know ng O odagh, that would not be out of
character. The woman was |ike the planet, round, subtly active, and full of
mysteries. |In Yana's experience, they were nostly confortable, benign
nmysteries, but nysterious nonethel ess.

Marmion |l et that drop for the nonment, but another menber of the
conmittee, whose bal di ng, ponytail ed head had been turned to the comm screen
turned to face them Hi s eyes were a beautiful celestial blue, but his nmouth
was a thin hard line, the upper |lip beaking over the |lower |ike a snapping
turtle's.

"We nust ask them certainly," he said. "W nust conduct a survey al



over TerraBeta and inquire of its inhabitants what their beliefs are
concerning the planet and what experiences they have had there. It is a study
| ong over due." Hi s speech contained a slight lisp and an odd intonation, an
accent perhaps, nostly erased.

Yana t hought Marmi on and Whittaker Fiske might find support in the man's
suggestion, but instead, \Wittaker visibly scooted his chair farther fromthe
table and the comm screen, and Marmion let the tip of her tongue show agai nst

her upper lip before answering carefully. "An excellent suggestion
Vi ce-Chair Luzon. | shall go personally."
"And I, as well, will go, Madanme Marm on," Luzon said. "l am npst

interested in the belief patterns and custons of col onial peoples, especially
t hose who have been without the benefit of extensive conpany contact over the
years."

"I"'msure you'll find Petaybee a fountain of information, Mtthew, "
Whi ttaker Fiske said with a sonmewhat strained attenpt at his custonary
am ability.

Matt hew Luzon. Yana had heard the nane often before, she realized
suddenly, and not in a positive light.

"Your investigations and attenpts to correct the thinking of colonists
are well known, if not widely appreciated,"” Wiittaker said. "But | think an
actual fact-finding expedition, |led by Marnmion here, is in order now. Her
del egation coul d take advantage of the warm weather to use audi ovi sua
recordi ng equi pment generally too sensitive for the climate on this planet. |
think the nore subjective material could wait until later."

Luzon allowed the corners of his nmouth to curl in his version of a

smle. "Ch, no. | think my presence will be of great assistance. Cone,
cone, Dr. Fiske. | do not take up so much room | will acconpany Madane
Mar m on. "

The floor trenbl ed beneath their feet and the screen wobbled on its
brackets for a few nonents. Yana glanced at O odagh and saw that the big
woman was wat ching the inage of Matthew Luzon with a certain studied wariness
that Yana had never seen on her face before. It wasn't fear exactly; dread,
perhaps. That was when it hit Yana who Luzon was. And she was instantly
appall ed to |l earn that he had risen to such prom nence in the conpany.

Luzon was trained in cultural anthropology, a discipline that should
have nade hi m nore broad-m nded and accepting of others. Instead he had the
reputation of using his emnence to condemn the 'less civilized or
"unenl i ghtened' peoples, using their cultural differences as cause to wthdraw
or wi thhold conpany support or cooperation. Saved the conpany a | ot of npney,
she supposed. Hi s nane had been bandi ed about when the inhabitants of the
central continent of a world called Mandella, had been herded into tenenents
so the jungles and bogs they had fornerly inhabited could be tapped for fossi
fuels. The tenenments had not been well built, and the reeducati on program had
not included instruction in the use of the nodern inplenments in the new hones,
i ncluding the sanitation devices. Those Mandellans not killed in the great
fire that raged through the tenenments died of the conmunicabl e di seases t hat
swept through later. Luzon's reports had been what allowed the conpany to
sidestep its responsibility when dealing with the Universal Court. |In fact,
Yana t hought she recall ed hearing sonething once about Luzon being under
consi deration as a judge for the court.

And now the man was proposing to cone | ooking down his nose at Petaybee!



"Well, I"mnot com ng down there," Farringer Ball was saying. "Lot of
dammed nonsense. | have a conpany to run here. Can't go traipsing around to
every backwater bush planet whose colonists get a little peculiar. Hell, if

they weren't peculiar, they'd be in the corps or out in space."

Marmi on rai sed an eyebrow and he desisted. "Anyway, | can't and won't
interrupt ny work to go. But Matthew s done sonme crack investigating before,
and Marmie will bring back the goods. |'ll be guided by their evidence."

"That's a relief,” Wit snapped. "You sure as hell haven't shown any
inclination to be guided by mne, or that of Metaxos and Margolies."

"OfF course | have. | read the reports and | haven't evacuated the pl ace
and stripped it back to rock yet, have |?"

"Sir," Torkel Fiske said. "What about the additional troops? And
i nsist that Maj or Maddock face an official inquiry and possible court-martial
for her actions."

"We're already tal king about an official inquiry, Captain, or hadn't you
been paying attention? |If the inquiry determnes that there's been subversion
or sabotage, | doubt Maddock wi |l have gone far, and she may he able to assi st
the investigators. Now then. There'll be an escort with Madame Marm on and
Dr. Luzon, of course, and additional technical personnel. |If we decide to
evacuate, we'll call in nore then. Meanwhile, you' ve got enough manpower on
hand already, | should think. 1It's not Iike an arny's going to be any help
st oppi ng eart hquakes and vol canoes. This neeting is concluded."”

CGoat - dung knew that she was evil, willful, spiteful, nalicious, and
woul d soneday, if she didn't nmend her w cked ways, be prey for the creature
fromthe bowels of the planet. She had been told so often enough, as the
welts fromthe Instrument of Goodness inpressed the | essons on her backside.

For her crines, she usually got the hardest, dirtiest work to do of any
girls her age; but when the warmi ng canme, nelting the ice falls on the sides
of the cliffs and turning the floor of the Vale into a great |ake, the rest of
the community joined her in scrabbling up the sides of the Vale to higher
ground, carrying with themthe teachings of the Shepherd Howing and all of
his sacred inmplenments, plus what food, clothing, and housing materials they
could salvage. Al of the greenhouse gardens were | ost and many of the
ani mal s had dr owned.

For days the waters rose up the icy walls of the Vale, creating slush
and even nud underfoot and also a steanming mist that nmade it inpossible to
see. Goat-dung and the other children, packs strapped to their backs, clinmbed
the walls of the canyon and carried dripping parcels to the adults, then
spl ashed back down in the bright cold water to try to retrieve other articles.

Bad as she was, even CGoat-dung was so used to obeying the will of the
community, the will of the Shepherd How ing, that she failed to see the
possibilities for escape in the situation

She'd just clinbed up again after falling three tines back into the
water. Shivering with cold, rmuddy, scraped and brui sed, half-naked, she
huddl ed by the fire and ate the bow of thin soup she had at |ast been
permtted to | adle out for herself. The soup was nostly cold, and the fire, a
pitiful stinking thing of still-danp ani mal dung, was nothing but a slightly
sultry draft that failed to chase the ache and chill. It didn't banish the
goose bumps, never mind the frigidity in her bones.



For once, no one el se was better off than she, however. The one hundred
or so followers of the Shepherd huddl ed along the rimof the steam ng Val e of
Tears, their lives and hones inundated by the G eat Flood the Shepherd clai med
had been sent to try them

The nonster seeks to subjugate us to its will in this fashion," the
Shepherd said over and over again. "W shall not succunb. When the waters
subside, we'll return to our Vale and continue to defy that which would

corrupt us."

The Shepherd, instead of staying within his offices and superior
quarters, was now anong the flock organizing, counseling, exhorting and
observing. Feeling the disapproving eyes of the rest of the flock on her was
bad enough, but tw ce CGoat-dung | ooked up fromher nmisery to see the Shepherd
hi nsel f watching her, and his regard nade her colder than the waters in the
Val e.

She rested fromher last clinb, as the short day drew to a close and the
msts fromthe Vale crept up over the edge of the encampnent. She heard soft
f oot st eps approach and Conception, her belly as flat as it had been before the
Shepherd married her and her nane was still Swill, squatted beside her

"Good news, little sister,"” she said.
CGoat -dung said nothing. Until she knew what Conception wanted, silence
was safest.

The other girl, a bare four years ol der than CGoat-dung, held forth a
pi ece of nmetal. "You've been chosen," she said sinply, and rose to go.

Coat-dung stared at the piece in her hand. It was cut into the shape of
a heart. The Shepherd had chosen her to be his wife.

"What ?  When?" she called after Conception
Tonight," the older girl called back and was |l ost in the mst.

And that was when she did the worst thing she had ever done in all of
her w cked days. She ran

The mi st covered her trail and the slush nuffled the sound of her steps.
She ran as hard and as |ong as her exhausted, undernourished body could. She
had no i dea where she was going. She had known no ot her people but her own,
t hough sonetinmes the Shepherd made allusions to others, outsiders, those who
had fallen into error. They were horrible people, the Shepherd said, who
woul d sacrifice girls like her to the G eat Mnster

Better that than be a dutiful wife to the Shepherd, like Swill,
Conception and Nightsoil, now known as Assunpta. Wves of the Shepherd,
t hough they were no ol der than children, were given adult nanes, usually
related to the Teachi ng.

Assunpta, once a rosy-cheeked, titian-haired angel of a girl, full of
childish agility and grace, was now old at thirteen. She had |ost four
children to a bl eeding di sease and had been beaten after |osing each one. She
no | onger wal ked very wel |

Conception, on the other hand, was still barren at fifteen, and she was
beaten for that, as well. Their own nother, Ascencion, was another of the



wi ves, and supervised the beatings herself.

CGoat -dung' s not her had al so been the Shepherd's w fe, although Goat-dung
was not one of his own |anbs. One reason she was so w cked, the others told
her, was that her parents had been outsiders. She had been too small when her
nother died to realize it, but it was said that her nother had been an
extremely unrepentant outsider who had not wanted to be the Shepherd's wife
and had been prevail ed upon to accept the bl essings of union with himonly
t hrough the firmkindliness of the flock. No one anong them had mnet
Coat -dung's father, who had died in ignorance and error and slavery to the
G eat Monster.

CGoat -dung ran and ran, splashing through slush, hot with her effort as
long as light remained in the sky, then ran to keep fromfreezing as the night
swal | owed the planet. The moons came up and she stunbled on by their |ight.
She ran on and on, down and down, as if into another Vale. Looking back, by
t he noonlight, she saw t he peaks of the nountains behind and above her: the
nonster's back, its snout, its teeth.

She dragged herself farther. Down here the slush gave way to mud in
pl aces, and a streamribboning down the nountain steaned just as the water in
the valley floor did. As she drew near it, it gave forth warnth, and when she
touched it, it was as hot as if it had been heated in a pan and only cool ed
slightly.

She eased her way into it. It was deeper than it | ooked and had quite a
current. It buffeted her along, lapping her with warnth, until it ran into a
kind of tunnel, carrying her with it.

She was too tired, too full of lassitude fromthe water, to avoid being
swept into the side of the mountain, and renmenbered, just before she hit her
head on a rock and all becane bl ackness, that the Shepherd taught that this
was the very sort of place never to be caught.

Chapter 2

"Wel | ?" Bunny Rourke asked breathlessly as the el ders and the conpany
friends of the Petaybeans filed out of the building. She handed the reins of
the curlies to each rider. "Howd it go?"

Ol odagh shrugged. "Like usual. They pretended we weren't there, and if
we were, that we'd nothin' sensible to say. They're sendin' down nore
i nvestigators."

Yana sighed. She'd known it woul dn't be easy, but sonething el se was
di sturbing her. As they rode back through the woods to Kilcoole, she asked,
"I don't get it. Torkel was with us. He felt the planet, too. He knows

about it. If he had really rejected it, he'd be like Frank Metaxos was."

"Denial," Diego said, drawing on his own counseling experience. "He
knows, okay, he just can't stand to admit it. He's not a conplete creep
after all. You and he used to be friends, didn't you, Yana?"

"Friendly, at least," Yana said. "O | thought so. But he's been so
unr easonable ... "

"Maybe irrational's a better word," Sean said. "He m ght not have had

the reaction Frank did, but it strikes me that Fiske isn't sledding on both



runners anymore, if he ever was. Mybe his unwilling contact with the planet
has done hi mnore harmthan shows on the surface."

"At least it's that lady coming to investigate," Mira Rourke said with

some relief.

"Yes, but | don't like the |ook of that bald fella,"” C odagh said.

"Nor do I," Yana agreed. "At the risk of sounding like the conspirator
Torkel thinks ne to be, | suggest that all of you avoid any direct contact
wi th Luzon and save your explanations strictly for Madame Marmion. He is
known to ... twist ... anything he's told."

As they neared the village, they were net by a pride of cats, all of
them striped bright rusty orange and all of them neowi ng and purring and
twi ni ng dangerously around the | arge snowshoe-sized hooves of the shaggy,
curly-coated horses.

"What a welcoming conmittee!" Yana said as Marduk, or at |east she
assuned it was he, hopped up behind her and rubbed his head agai nst her back
briefly before hopping down again. "Did you call them d odagh?"

Cl odagh shook her head. "No, but | was worried, before we |left, about
how committed the other villages were to the planet. So far the PTBs have
only questioned us, but | figured they'd get around to asking sonme of the
others sonetinme soon. These little ones scattered as soon as we left, and
here they are back again." She tilted her head as she | ooked down at the
cats.

"What's got 'em so antsy?" Bunny asked.

Gl odagh reined her curly-coat to a halt. Imediately the cats converged
on her, stropping the legs of the pony, who regarded this activity with mld
surprise and didn't so nuch as twitch a muscle.
"You'll get nuddy doing that," she told the cats, since the pony was
coated up to and including his belly with good Petaybean wet earth. Wth a
groan, she heaved one | eg over the saddl e and di smounted, ignoring the fact
that her skirts inmediately became as dirty as the pony's legs. "Now, what's
all this?" she asked, hands on her hips, |ooking fromone upturned cat face to
t he next.

Cl odagh's special relationship with her cats was known-or at | east
suspect ed-by everyone in Kilcoole. So the other villagers, except for Sean
Bunny, and Yana, rode politely around the cats and pretended not to notice
anyt hi ng nore than a wonan being greeted by overly fond pets.

Frank Metaxos, in whose healing process the cats had had a rather
unusual role, remained behind, too, along with his son Diego. The two were
returning to Kilcoole w thout Frank's partner, Steve Margolies, who, still on
t he conpany's payroll, had stayed on at SpaceBase.

Both cats and Cl odagh waited for the rest of the village to parade past
bef ore the mewi ng and chirrupi ng began.

Odinarily the cats would have sat down to inpart what was evidently a
long story, but the nmud offended their dignity. So they prow ed around her
twitching their tails high, as they conmmunicated their nmessages. The humans
wai ted patiently.



Spar ks of uncharacteristic anger flickered in O odagh's eyes as she
| ooked up at Sean and Yana "W got all kinds of trouble now" She gave a
di sgusted snort. "Seens |like some villages want Intergal to cone down and
m ne, while the nmining's good and they can get paid for working."

Sean frowned and Yana told her heart to stop racing. "How many
di ssi dents? she asked.

"Four towns that the cats know of." Cl odagh's usually nerry face was
sol em.

"Wi ch ones?"

"Deadhorse, MCee's Pass, Wellington, and Savoy."

Sean let out a burst of sour laughter. That figures." C odagh had
naned villages which in recent years spurned contact with the others. He
si ghed deeply. "Have the cats any good news?"

"Yes, out the bad news is they haven't had a chance to check everyone
out. If four villages oppose us ... "

"How many nore nmight be disaffected and | ooking to please Intergal for
t he sake of wanmpunf? Sean asked.

"So, the good news? Yana pronpted with a sigh

"Well, we do have at |east twelve conmunities behind us solid. Tanana
Bay, Shannonmouth, New Barrow, Twin Mon Village, Little Dublin, Gslo Inlet,
Harrison's Fjord, Kabul, Bogota, Machu Picchu, Kathnmandu, and Sierra Padre."

"Mbst of the closest ones," Sinead said, |ooking encouraged.
"And the ones," C odagh went on with a pessimstic expression, "that
have the nost Petaybean boys and girls in company service."

"What bot hers you about that?" Yana asked. "Wuldn't they be on their
folks' side in this?"

"Mght be, if they weren't required to lean on their folks to do what
t he conpany asks," C odagh said gl oomly.

"Ch!" Yana sighed Dirty tricks departnment Farringer Ball and Matthew
Luzon woul d pull every one they needed out of storage to see that their
i nterpretation becanme the official one. "Could you be wong about which side
of the bl anket the Petaybean troops would fall on? The pilots, O Shay and
Greene in particular, gave us some support during the volcanic crisis."

Cl odagh shrugged her broad shoul ders. "You can al ways be wrong about
anything. Sure, | think a lot of themwuld feel loyalty for us and for the
pl anet. But they've been out there," she nodded toward the heavens, "for a
long tinme. They're used to the kind of stuff you' re used to. Sone of 'em
have prob'ly forgot how to cook, too, like you, and howto hunt. How to take
care of thenselves. And if the conpany decided to punish them and us by
dunpi ng them here and pulling out support, well, that'd be pretty hard on

them pretty hard on us, and pretty hard on the planet. | figure if all the
Pet aybee troops still working for Intergal got sent back here, it'd triple our
popul ation. At the least! | don't know how nany kids those troops have had.

Course they'd be wel come and the planet would provide, but it mght be as hard
on it as some kinds of mning operations."



Frank cleared his throat. The ecosystemin these icy regions is quite
fragile."

"You know it and I know it, but Intergal seens oblivious to the fact,"
Sean said.

"Are those villages one hundred percent in favor of selling out? Yana
asked.

Cl odagh smiled patiently. "Now, Yana. You' ve been around the universe
a fewtimes. When did you ever nmeet any group of people who were one hundred
percent in favor of anything?"

"Exactly. So presumably there are some people there who aren't in favor
of the mining. And probably, in the remaining villages, a few who are.
think we need to know who's fer us and who's agin us, as they say in the Wld
West vids, and maybe try to convert sone of the unaffiliated. 1 thought
everybody had the relationship with the planet you do."

O odagh shook her head. "Not everybody wants to. Those who have enough
respect to follow the rules and live wi sely survive better though, so even if
they don't acknow edge the presence of the planet, they get by as |long as they
keep out of the special places. The others, the foolish ones, don't live so
wel |l or so long. Those people would rmuch rather try to please the bosses than
forces they don't want to understand. Fortunately though, around here there's
not much to do except pay attention, so the planet gets through to nost
fol ks. "

"Well, sounds to ne like we need to do a little canpaigning," Yana said.
"W will make them songs so they understand," C odagh said.

"Cool ," Diego said. "Just like the old radical songs fromEarth. Ah,
if only I had a guitar."

"What's that?" Bunny asked.

"A nmusical instrunent. Al of the old protest singers had them
There's some wonderful mning songs in the menory banks back, back at nmy old
pl ace."

"I wish you had one then," Bunny said |oyally.

"Me, too. Except | don't know how to play."

"I bet you could learn." Bunny told him "You make better songs than
some peopl e who've made themall their lives.™

"Bunka," C odagh said sharply. "Each song is a good song if it says
what the singer neans it to say."

"Course it is, Codagh. | know that. But D ego's sound better. He
says what he nmeans to say so everybody can understand it. That's all |
meant . "

Cl odagh smled, a slightly bawdy snile, with a wink to Sean and Yana.
"That's all right then, Al annah. He does nake good songs."

In the short distance to C odagh's house, they discussed the finer



poi nts of what needed to be said to the villages, both those which dissented
and those which O odagh felt sure could be counted upon to support the planet.

When they reached O odagh's, what seened to be the entire village was
waiting outside in her yard. Yana found, |ooking at the yard, that she m ssed
the snow. The village | ooked |ike a garbage dunp, with its stores of winter
provi sions half-thawed in the snow, the trash that had been buried, the
sal vaged equi pnent |ying around the yard, all of the itenms that had been | ost
t hroughout the long winter. Not to nention the |eavings of the various dogs
and cats and horses housed in the village. Al so, w thout the snow, the roofs
of the houses | ooked patchy, the siding worn despite its gay pastel colors.
And everything and everyone was sneared and splattered with nud.

This dreary aspect didn't seemto |lessen their regard for each other in
the slightest, however, and the villagers crowded as cheerfully as ever into
Cl odagh's tiny house and began di scussing what was to be done.

"W need to have another |atchkay," Eanon Intiak said. "W should have
one and invite the people who don't understand. Petaybee would speak to them
and then they'd know. "

"You'd think they'd know al ready by now, " Sinead Shongili said.

"Now, Sinead," her partner Aisling said reasonably, "such things take
some fol ks longer. Their worries about the everyday things in their |lives get
in the way of understanding what's here."

"We' || each go away and think about these things and nmake songs,"
Cl odagh said. "Then we'll go talk to the other people. Sinead, you and Sean
and the Mal oneys nust go the farthest because you' re the best travelers.
would Iike to send Frank with you, Sinead, and young Diego with Liam Yana,
you go with Sean. W need you peopl e who know about the conpany to make talk
wi th the nei ghbors who are taken in by the prom ses, too."

Wth that, everyone began to |l eave. Yana was ready to | eave, too. She
was tired. She wanted to rest and eat and bathe in the hot springs and make
| ove to Sean, not necessarily in that order. But Sean laid a restraining hand
on her armand |lingered a nonment.

"And how about the other pole, Codagh?" Sean asked gently. "How do we
reach those peopl e?"

"Can you not do it, Sean?" C odagh asked.

"Sure, | could, but it'd be a long journey no matter how fast | went.
The PTBs woul d al ready have been there and found out what we need to know.
Besides, | hate to | eave Yanaba for so long at a tinme like this."

"What do you mean, Sean?" Yana asked. "I'mbarely a nonth along. |

woul dn't even know | was pregnant if you hadn't found out via your hot line to
the planet. Oher women have had babi es before ... "

"Not," Sean said significantly, "my babies. |If only ny sister and
Rour ke had been able to map that passage.”

" Si nead?"
"No. CQur sister Aoifa and her husband, Bunny's parents. They were

trying to map sonme of the planet's inner passages. Bunny was barely eighteen
nont hs ol d-"



"And that Aoifa was pregnant again!" C odagh said fondly. They hadn't
been naned I ong, but that girl was a real Shongili. Not even pregnancy
hanpered that one, and her as curious as one of the cats!"

"\What happened?" Yana asked.
Sean shrugged. "W don't know. "
"Couldn't you find out? Fromthe planet, |I mean?"

"You've been with it. The information you got isn't usually that
specific. And Acifa and Mala had this theory that some of the special places
that lead fromone river and | ake to the next here on the |land | ead under the
sea in the same way. | searched but | never found them Never even got a
glinmmrer."

Ol odagh made a sound like "Yuh." Then she said, "They nust have gone
very far. Mich farther than anyone has ever gone."

"On foot or by sled or horse maybe,"” Yana said. "But there are other
ways to travel and other ways to get to the south, if the planet doesn't nind
the intrusion too much. If | can reach Captain Greene or that O Shay fell ow,
maybe they can give us a lift."

"Ah, you spoiled nodern wonan," Sean said with a kiss to her cheek. "I

| ove you."

"I know it's not the Petaybean way, Shongili, but until you come up with
a mutant bird to match your cats and horses, we have to make do w th what poor
nmechani cal nmeans | can nuster."

"I"'mworkin' on it, Yana. | am But until then, you're quite right.
W'l | have to use conpany equi pnent to fight its masters. Now then, what say
we go neditate at the hot spring and come up with something to say to these
peopl e once you finesse the pilots into transporting us?"

"I thought you'd never ask," she said.

It was small; it was warmand wet and its pelt was of a nost
extraordinarily tattered nature, fine flapping threads and matted bits
i nterspersed in an unkenpt coat. It snelled |ike food, but not the superior

sort.

It | eaked savory blood into the water sloshing around it. The water was
the problem In order to reach the little norsel, one would have to get wet.
O course, one could reach down fromthe ledge with one's claws, and if one
stretched, stretched, stretched, ah! One caught a piece of the pelt and could
heft it to where one could support the weight of the rest in one's jaws and,
ah, it noved. Still alive then. Good. Fresh neat was best. Al it would
take was biting down a bit on the neck, under the mane, and the kill would be
clean, the nmeat fresh. There would be no necessity for leaving the relative
shelter of the | edge.

One | eaned forward, resting on one's chest, and extended one's neck to
meet the bit rising on clawtip and, it slipped! It was trying to get away!
The ot her paw | ashed forward, claws extended, to help the first, and one
instinctively |l eaned forward, one's jaws conming into play to assist one's
claws and, and, the thing slipped again before one could sink a tooth into it.
The pelt was flinmsy stuff and tore out of the claws just as the other paw



grabbed the norsel in a second place. The norsel let out a terrified squeal
rather like a rabbit. One was about to smack it to silence and | ean forward
for the fatal chonp.

Then the cave shook, the | edge broke under one's over-bal anced wei ght,
and one tunbled tail over nose into the pool, relinquishing the norsel, which
yel ped again. |nconvenient and enbarrassing to be so indisposed in front of
the food. One clinbed out of the pool and shook the water fromone's coat and
began to wash before one's neal .

The norsel began to flail frantically toward the den's entrance. One
padded nonchal antly after. The cave, the ground, the world, shook again. One
knew when one was bei ng addressed. One sat on one's haunches and perceived.

The norsel was also arrested in md flight. "Did you-d-do that?" it
asked. "Are, are you the G Great Mnster?"

One yawned

The worl d shook again and one realized that one had understood the
speech of the norsel. One also understood that it was a youngling, and
fenal e.

One waded forward while the youngling waded backward, outlined in the
dusk outside the mouth of the cave. One's paws dripped water, albeit warm
water. One lapped a bit. The youngling stood still.

"You're not so terrible,” it said. "You're nothing but a big cat."

One had one's dignity to maintain. One |ashed one's beautifully and
delicately marked tail and grow ed.

And from beneath one's sodden paws, the world growl ed back at one and
bucked, sending a wave of water to swanp one, knocking one onto one's back
causing one to drink nore deeply of the spring than one cared to, paws over
head, and be propelled backward, away from the youngling.

When one got to one's feet, one saw that the youngling, it no |onger
seened safe to think of it, no, her as a norsel, had not used the opportunity

to run away. |Indeed, it, too, was just arising fromthe water, sputtering and
snorting. Ah, good. It had not seen one's disconfiture. Dignity was
preserved.

"I"'mnot afraid of you," the youngling declared as one advanced, cl aws
sheat hed, teeth safely contained within one's lips, grow little nore than a
polite, inquiring runble in one's throat. A nere purr, actually, one
corrected, as the waters bubbled and sl oshed ominously. | used to know a cat.
Alittle one. | was a baby then. Shepherd Howl ing made nmy mother kill ny
cat. He. he tried to, anyway.
He, she wouldn't and, and ..." Something odd was happening to the youngling
now. |t began |eaking again, saltiness into the fresh sul furous water
covering it. "M nother was not |ike Ascencion. She was brave. The Shepherd
puni shed her for disobedience and both she and ny cat went away. So, so |'m
not afraid of you. You live where the G eat Mnster is supposed to dwell and
liein wait for the foolish superstitious mnds of the flock to be warped and
maddened into everlasting w ckedness while our bodies are tornmented by the
great fires fromwithin. But you're not the Geat Mnster, you couldn't be.
Are you, are you the Guardian of the Underworl d?"

One was so disgusted by her ignorance and silly m sapprehension of one's



self and one's relationship to one's Hone that one was startled into
answering, | am Coaxtl. That is enough

"I am CGoat-dung, Coaxtl," the youngling said with the cunning of her
race. She knew, one saw, the power of names. She had one's nane, one had
hers. She coul d not be food.

But one's Home had al ready decreed that she could not be food, which was
what Home meant with the runbling of the ground and the raising of the waters.
One knew what was done and what was not done.

Very well, Goat-dung, one said. Goat-dung is not food, but undoubtedly
she eats. Therefore we nust |eave the Hone and hunt.

Chapter 3

Wth the river flowing freely, close to flooding, the people of Kilcoole
had nmore water at their disposal than they were used to. Nornally, even in
t he hei ght of summer, the channel remained frozen at the deeper levels. Now
t he planet had cut additional channels fromnew, warner tributaries, and there
was sufficient water to drink, to wash, to bathe in if you didn't nmnd a
little sedinment.

Since so much water was close to hand and the hot springs were a
di stance fromtown, Yana and Sean had the place to thensel ves.

As they rode through the brush, which was beginning to | eaf out, Yana
snmled at the wildflowers that peeked up fromthe | ess sodden places where
they' d been buried under the snow all w nter

The hot springs were where she and Sean had first cone together, where
she had first had an inkling of his other nature, and where they had first
made | ove. Beneath the waterfall was the secret subterranean chanber where
the villagers gathered during the | atchkay night chants to conmmunicate
directly with the planet. The nere sight of the slipping silvery waters,
steanming only slightly in the warner air, and the sweet rippling peal of the
falls and streans were mracul ous enough for Yana.

In this warner weather, undressing did not have to be so hastily done.
She and Sean took their tinme, tine to undress each other, tinme for a kiss and
a caress-before entering the waters, he with a nuscul ar dive, she with a sl ow
sliding fromthe bank, feeling the waters rise up the length of her until she
stooped and allowed the liquid to cover her head. The water shut out the
sounds of the birds and insects, the small animals scrabbling in the bushes,
t he stamping and chanping of the curly-coats, and filled her ears with its own
nusi c.

Then a wet, warmsilky formtw sted about her and broached the surface
of the water, silver eyes gleaming at her with a chall enge and a sensuousness
that were so perfectly 'Sean' that even his selkie formdid not dismay her

"Ch you!" she said, |aughing and splashing water at him "Do you
automatically change the minute you hit water?"

A pleased murmur cane fromthe throat of Sean-Sel kie as he continued to
weave agai nst her body, his furry touch arousing unusual sensations in her

"Ch, is that all you can say?" Then Yana gave a ki-yi of amusenent.
"You can't talk as a selkie? She chortled and, using both hands, sent a wave



to flood him

He dove, not to get away fromthe water, but to caress her where she
| east expected it. Startled, she tried to maneuver away fromhim but his
si nuous form rmade evasion i npossible. He was the swimer, she the paddler

But she caught himfirmy by a fold of silly wet skin and pulled himto
the surface.

Look, mate, | don't mind what formyou take. | don't even m nd what you
do inthat form... " Sean-Selkie made a pleased purring sound, the silver
eyes dancing, as she went on: "But listen up! It's the man | want, not the
seal. And we do have things to talk about. So, if you can't talk in this
form... especially if you can't ... well, you know what | mean ... change
back. "

The sel ki e nudged her, in a rather sweetly apol ogetic way, toward the
falls, and swam sinuously al ongside as she began to swim feeling very
ungraceful beside him in the direction he indicated. He obviously restrained
hinself to keep pace with her. He was so graceful, so powerful, and the touch
of his fine fur against her was unfairly sensual. She increased the speed of
her own stroke. She couldn't wait to get to the privacy of the place behind
the falls. She couldn't wait to get himback into a useful form

He dove under the falls and she foll owed, escaping the battering of the
water. They surfaced together but Sean-Sel kie seenmed to ooze up the bank and
stood there, proud in his altered form so that she could adnmire him Al of
him Then he shook hinself and the transformati on she had seen once before,
near the cave where they had taken refuge fromthe vol cano, began

"I get it, Sean," she murnmured, a trifle apologetic. "You wanted ne to
see you in all your glory. And you are glorious,"” she added, sniling as the
man energed. She went to him stroking skin instead of fur, and twi ning
hersel f around himas his selkie self had done to her in the water.

"Gve me a noment to adjust, will you? he said, |aughing, holding her
tightly against his wet skin.

Yana gave a sniff. "As far as |'mconcerned, you are adjusted." She
gl anced down significantly.

"Ah, but a selkie nmakes |love differently than a man," he said, nurnuring
into her ear and ni bbling her throat.

"How differently? 1'm gane."

It was decidedly different, wildly sensual, and extrenely satisfying,
and took rather nore tine than she had assunmed, know ng sonething of 'animal’
behavi or. She hadn't known nearly enough to prepare her for all of the |oving
possibilities of Sean's dual nature, both aninmal and nan, but he understood
hi nsel f thoroughly and was npbst adept at using all of his resources to guide
her into uncharted channels of pleasure. It took her a long time to slow her
pul se and heart rate and conme, slightly unwillingly, back to the other reason
t hey had gone of f.

"W have to do our part in this schene, you know," she said, |ooking up
at Sean's face. They were still interlocked; it was conforting and
confortable and she didn't really want to break the nood, but the dutiful part
of her character prodded her into '"active duty' now that the R & R was over.



"Whi ch schenme?" he asked, smiling |asciviously down at her. "Al
right, all right," he said, easily warding off the fist she shot up at him
H s hands were very strong. "First we have to find out where Johnny G eene
and Rick O Shay are. Wuld Fiske Junior have it in for themfor their part in
seeing you all got into the special place?"

She sighed. "That's what we have to find out. |If Adak'll let ne use
the conmunit, | can probably roust them out of wherever they are, BOQ on
SpaceBase, probably."

"Both Johnny and Rick believe in Petaybee," Sean said, nusing aloud, his
fingers playing an idle tattoo on her shoulder, "or they wouldn't have hel ped
us then. So, perhaps they'll help us again. How hard would it be for themto
abscond with a copter or two?"

Yana shrugged. "Both struck me as pretty clever. Copter pilots tend to
be a tad devious. |If they could stash enough fuel in a cache sonewhere, they
could help us and still appear to be on duty at the base. No matter how you

slice it, it's going to |lake a few days for Marnion and that bald buzzard to
organi ze thensel ves and their escort, so we have a few days. Unless Torke
cl anps down on all SpaceBase activity."

"How can he do that when the place is in such a nmess? They've still got
folks to rescue frommud slides and stuff.”

"Good point, Sean, so the sooner we get in touch with Johnny and Ri ck,
the better. W can provide for our expeditions before Torkel knows we're
setting themup."

"Fi ske Junior doesn't strike me as a forgetful man. Wuld he have
t hought of that, and slapped a hold on all unauthorized copter runs?"

Yana thought. "If he has, Wittaker still carries nmore clout than
Junior. | know Whittaker will help as nmuch as he can." Then she | aughed, her
chest heaving against his. "Junior! Don't ever call Torkel that in his

heari ng, Sean."

Sean's eyes sparkled with malice. "No? Wen we need every advant age
we' ve got ?"

The expression on his face, her current position, and the word
"advant age' warned Yana that she'd better curtail this session right now or
they'd lose a lot nore tine. She hoped they hadn't dallied too |ong already.
But it had been ... remarkable. Resolutely she pushed hi maway and got to her
feet.

"Adak is our first stop, Sean," she said in a don't-contradict-ne tone.
"Yes, ma'am no, ma'am As you say, ma'am'

She gave himone long look in her sternest node before she realized that
this respite mght have to last both of thema long tine.

She went into his arns. "Ch, Sean Shongili Selkie, | do |love you so
much!"

"I, you, Alannah," he said softly and kissed her. But it was a kiss of
exceedi ng gentl eness and no passi on what so ever. He, too, accepted the
i nevitabl e.



"We can do a lot together," she offered as a token apol ogy.

"W already have," he said, |laughing. But his hand her back guided her
firmy out of their private retreat.

Coaxt|l nust be a very bad animal, Goat-dung realized, or he would have
devoured such a w cked person as herself instead of sharing his catch of snall
gane with her as if she were a cub. Maybe Coaxtl wasn't male. Goat-dung

sneaked a look. It was hard to tell. The cat was extrenely furry, with extra
tufts on the ears and a thick, bushy tail. Its coat was dense and very
soft-1ooking; the coloring white with large spots of different sizes,
according to the nuscle they were on, |ong rectangular ones on the neck, big

circul ar ones on the shoul ders, smaller, nore regular ones on the abdonen, al
shaded fromgray to black, blurred and cl ouded by the | ength and thi ckness of
the fur. The paws were also extremely large, though the face was sweet, with
| arge gol den eyes and a bl ack nose and bl ack-1ipped mouth that seened to be
perpetually smling. The cat |ooked femal e enough to CGoat-dung, and there was
not hi ng obvi ous showi ng under the belly to convince her otherw se, so she

deci ded that she knew the reason why the cat hadn't eaten her. It was because
Coaxt|l was a mother cat, and probably she had | ost her kittens and was willing
to accept CGoat-dung as a substitute. That rmust be why. The cat certainly
showed no conpunction about killing anything el se.

Wth a mighty | eap and a swi pe of a nuscular foreleg, a deft hook of the
paw and a single economnical crunch, the cat had bagged each victim three snow
geese and a brace of rabbits. Wen the final kill was nade, Coaxtl sat with
the rabbits at her feet and | ooked expectantly at Goat-dung, who took it she
was being invited to partake.
"I, I can't eat raw neat," she said. Even hungry as she was, she really
didn't think she could. Life was hard in the flock, but they plucked their
bi rds and skinned their animals before cooking. She |ooked around at the
awf ul open-ness of the nountain meadows and thought of the Shepherd How i ng
and the beating she would get if she was found, and, worse, having to be the
Shepherd's wife and all that meant. "Besides, | don't want to be in the open
Can't we go back to the cave?"

Coaxt| gave her a long gol den-eyed stare. Coat-dung w shed the cat
woul d speak to her again, not that the beast spoke actual words out |oud. But
CGoat -dung heard words in her mnd, and while the big cat's conversation was
terse, it was conversation, and it was not angry or accusatory, which was the
sort Coat-dung was used to. It wasn't that the cat |iked her precisely, but
Coaxtl did not so far appear to dislike her. O course, people in the flock
never said that they disliked her. On the contrary, they all clained to | ove
her and said they were pointing out the error of her ways so that she would
not becone a victimto the evils of the world, but they did indicate, by deed
and word, that they thought the task of trying to save her was quite hopel ess.

She foll owed the cat back along the swollen streanbed to the cavern
The snow had not all nelted by any means, and now, suddenly, the air was
colder, and the light drizzle that had been falling throughout the day turned
to sleet, then snow. Only partially dressed in wet rags, GCoat-dung began
shivering so hard that she had difficulty wal ki ng.

The cave was warmer, perhaps warmed by the water pooling in its center
But it was not warm enough to conbat the tenperature dropping as night
approached. She needed a fire to keep her fromfreezing as well as to cook
her food.

Coaxt|l took the rabbits in her nouth and hopped lightly onto the |edge,



| ooki ng down at Goat-dung, who stood knee deep in the pool on the floor. The
birds were clutched in her hand.

Coaxt|l had already torn the head off one of the rabbits. Goat-dung
| ooked back up defiantly.

"Well, I"msorry, cat, but this water |eaves ne no place to stand and no
place to eat the birds even if | wanted to eat them uncooked with all the
feathers on. | know |I'm spoiled and selfish, but I'malso cold, and | think
if I don't have a fire | really will die."

This time the cat did speak. Youngling, |I will not call you Goat-dung
if you are in nmy charge. That is no fit name for a cub. Nanmes are inportant

and having yours, | amcharged not to eat you, but really, who would want to

eat someone named Goat-dung anyway? You nmust choose another nane. | digress
Youngl i ng, you seemto have trouble maki ng up your mind what will kill

you. Qut on the plains you feared the openness. |In here you say you are cold

and cannot take the water. Probably beyond in the cave it is warnmer. You

could explore, like any other cub, and | eave ne in peace to finish the neal |

have so graciously provided.

"Beyond lies the Geat Mnster," CGoat-dung said, and then realized that
she didn't care. "Very well, | will go alone, but it is dark back there and
may becone lost and die, as well."

You are inconveniently frail, the cat grow ed, abandoning the bird to
hop down fromthe |ledge with a splash. Follownme. | will not endure this
string of constant conplaints.

CGoat - dung knew she was di sgusting and whi ni ng and weak, but at | east
Coaxt|l had not yet cuffed her, even with sheathed claws, much less bitten or
clawed her. That was an inprovenment over the Shepherd and his flock

The cat padded rapidly ahead, and for a tinme Goat-dung could foll ow by
the splashing of the big paws in the pool; but then her own, now bare, feet
touched dryness, and the cat's pads were nothing but a whisper that soon
di sappeared. "Coaxtl! Were are you?" she called. "I can't see you."

Can you not? Silly cub. I1'mright in front of your eyes.

"Yes, but | can't see in the dark."

Can you not? the cat asked, her voice in Coat-dung' s head genuinely
surprised. No fur; a stupid name, no claws, puny teeth that can't bite

t hrough feathers, and half-blind as well. You would have been better off if
|'d eaten you, child.

"I-1 suppose so," Goat-dung said. "I knowl'ma terrific bother but if
you are going to help nme, and you don't know how stupid and weak | really am
then | thought you wouldn't know how ... " She floundered, at a | oss for

words, realizing she didn't deserve help, that she should have gratefully
accepted any tiny thing the cat offered her, and that all of her talk only
proved that what the flock said about her was absolutely right. But really,
she had no idea at all what to do with the birds, and the Shepherd had al ways
been very specific about the dangers of eating uncooked neats.

There's no help for it then, the cat said. Take hold of ny tail, but
don't pull, or I may kill you w thout thinking about it.

CGoat -dung groped with outstretched hands and felt a brush of air go by



her twi ce before her pal mencountered a sturdy furred appendage, less like the
flexible tail of a smaller beast and nore like a child's armin a fur coat.
She gently took hold of the end of it, and the cat proceeded at a sl ower pace.

How | ong they wal ked, she had no idea. They descended, twisted in the
corridors, and clinbed, only to descend again on the uneven flooring. Severa
ti mes she bunped into | arge colums, some coning up fromthe floor, sone
hangi ng | ow enough to bang her head, and she cried out for the cat to stop
In order to keep frompulling the tail, she had to let go of it.

Those are the teeth of the cave, the cat explained. They rise up from
the bottomor clanp down fromthe top. Fortunately, the cave bites very, very
slowy and we noving creatures are quite fast by conparison, so we never get
eat en.

"Never ?"

Not in nmy lifetine anyway, or that of ny nother or ny nother's nother or
in her menory.

"Then you know that the cave is a G eat Mnster, too?"

The cave and all caves are Home, the cat said sinply. And Home has what
one needs. |If we keep looking, we will find what you need here, too.

And much | ater, Coaxtl sat down and said, Ah. Wen the cat sat down,
CGoat -dung was forced to drop the tail, but that didn't matter then, because
the cave was filled with a light of its own, and a warnth as well, that seened
to emanate fromfissures in the wall.

CGoat -dung recoiled and the cat turned and glared at her with eyes bright
and hot as fires, shining like the jewels the Shepherd adorned hinmself with on
his birthday. Coaxtl |ooked extrenely fierce then, but all she said was, If
you're not going to cook those birds after all this, then give themto nme and
I will eat them

"No, | will eat them once | cook them" Goat-dung said, clasping the
geese to her and turning slightly so the cat couldn't sw pe them away with one
bi g paw.

Despite her fears, despite her sure know edge that she was in the belly
of the Great Monster, Coat-dung felt less afraid than she had before. Here it
was warmand light with a soft glow A small circle of rock in the center of
the floor kindled briefly into a true flane. Mybe it woul d open beneath her
feet and devour her. Perhaps it was a trap, but it rem nded her of the
cookfires and that she was truly very hungry indeed, and tired, as well. She
wal ked to it, sat down, and began plucking the geese, while Coaxtl fell asleep
beside the fire, her breath runbling contentedly.

Coat -dung gutted and roasted the bird on the rocks beside the fire.
Looki ng down into it, she could see no coals, no bottomto the hole in fact,
and that frightened her; but the rock was very warmby the fire, and the bird
cooked slowy, so she ate the outer bits a little at a time. Then she craw ed
over to the cat and fell asleep, dream ng the sweetest dreanms she could
renenber having, of her nother and of her father's voice and another cave.

She dreamed on and on, alnost fearing to wake, until the soft furry
support beside her was w t hdrawn and she slipped back agai nst the cave fl oor
with a thump. Wien she sat up, she realized that Coaxtl, too, was sitting up,
listening to the voices that seened to emanate fromthe walls of the cave.



Chapter 4

Mud is a great leveler and, although the nmilitary had put down plastic
boar dwal ks so peopl e could get around the nuddy streets of Kilcoole, nud did
provi de a disguise of sorts. One nud-spattered person | ooked |ike any ot her
local or inported. As plastered with this canouflage as everyone el se, Yana
and Sean had no troubl e reaching Adak's snocle shed. Hi s precious vehicles
were now in the loft, and one battered antique 4x4 was parked outsi de.

"It's not an official one,"
SpaceBase nar ki ngs.

Yana said, peering at the sides for any

"It's Adak's, all right. | hate to think when they |ast made those, or
what Adak traded to get a hold of one, but somehow he keeps it running," Sean
said, and, his hand on her back again, he propelled her quickly toward the
mechani c's craw -through set in the main door. He paused only briefly,
listening. The only voice within earshot was Adak's, so they pushed through
and into the snmell, now redolent with oil and fuel and nud.

Adak turned fromhis commstation to see who his visitors were and his
face lit up.

"Yes sir, | got the nessage. Only official comunications. Right ye
bel Over." He lifted the earpiece and rubbed exaggeratedly. "M, that man
does go on. Slainte, Sean, Yana. Good to see you; what can | do to hel p? He
gl anced down at the communit and sniffed expressively.

Thanks, Adak," Sean said, grinning as he recognized the man's tacit
wi |l lingness to disobey the orders he had just been given.

"W need to get in touch with Johnny Greene and Rick O Shay."
"They're airborne," Adak said. Special mssions."

Sean and Yana exchanged gl ances.

"What frequency are they on?" Yana asked.

Adak grinned nore broadly. "Happen | just got word of "em" He settled
the earpi ece again and held his finger over the keyboard. "Wo'll | get ya
first? Johnny or Rick?

"I'd say Rick," Sean replied.

Yana and Sean took turns explaining to R ck what was goi ng down, what
they wanted himto do, and how t hey thought he could acconplish it. Rick had
al ready heard enough runors to know al nost as much as they did-and he was
willing to help.

"Hell, all I'mdoing right nowis figuring out what roads are passabl e.
A lot of equipnent might need to be nmoved," he said, his voice taking on a
gl oony tone. "Johnny's up and doing the sanme thing to the west. W' ve both
had to swear allegiance and die-for-it oaths to Intergal, but shit, we crossed
everything we could while taking it." The customary lilt was back in Rick's
voi ce. "Lenme get Johnny in on this where there aren't any ears to hear us."

"They' ve been nonitoring you, then?" Yana asked, not too surprised.



"Not on this frequency, and | did a little twiddling with the bug they
put in the cabin so you don't have to worry. Soon's Adak came on,
di sconnected a wire. Shouldn't leave it |oose nuch longer. But |I'll |eave
word with Adak when Johnny and |'ve done what's needful. M ght even get in
one trip tonight if | can finagle it."

"You're top of the finaglers at SpaceBase," Adak sai d approvingly.
"Code it?"

"Better. When | cone on, ask nme the nud level on the road to Tanana
Bay. If | say it's ankle deep, that neans Yana and Sean can neet ne where
Uncl e Searus collects water. |If | say it's knee high, |'mhaving trouble.
"Il get back to you soon's | can. Over and out."

"Hel |l ," Adak said, rubbing his ear thoughtfully, "it's nore than ankle
deep and knee high everywhere. And | don't mean just the nud."

"Keep yourself out of trouble if you can, Adak. W need you at the comm
unit," Sean said.

Adak | aughed. "Those new guys don't know doodly about this here comm
unit. It don't take kindly to rough hands and al ways goes all static and
wheeing." He grinned. "Only old Adak knows its ways."

"W'll stop in at Cl odagh's now, if you should need us," Sean said,

gui ding Yana toward the back exit.

The | ess-frequented paths actually showed sone sturdy grass growth as
they made their way behi nd houses and detoured back into the forest to avoid
the new Intergal housing. One of the cats met them hal fway to C odagh's, and
the tone of its greeting suggested that it was pleased to see them

"No trouble?" Yana asked, not quite sure she was interpreting the
creature accurately.

Sean grinned, but he kept |ooking at the ground as they went fromnud to

snow to the new grass. "No, no trouble. Except ... " He frowned. "W m ght
just have the | ongest grow ng season ever and we've got to plan, also, to take
advant age of that! It could prove crucial."

Yana felt a shiver up her spine and agreed with hi mwhol e heartedly at
the word 'crucial,' know ng that Sean and the others were concerned about what
woul d happen if Intergal cut the planet off from outside supply lines
entirely. Though Petaybee was |argely self-sufficient, the growi ng season
usual ly was too short to provide enough fruits and vegetabl es and ot her
pl ant -derived products. A |longer growi ng season would mean | ess reliance on
out si de sources, and yes, that certainly could be crucial

Evening was closing in as they approached O odagh's house. They could
hear bangi ng and poundi ng and the sound of boards being shifted, and Yana
grinned. Soneone was doi ng some of the much-needed repairs of a structure
that had been held together by ice in the winter but needed nails and nortar
now t hat the weather was warmer. Al over the village people were engaged in
simlar pursuits. Yana peered around the corner of the house where all the
bangi ng was, to tell C odagh they were there, but as Sean opened the door, she
saw t hat C odagh was inside. Fromthe | ook of the interior, the big woman had
al so been thinking along the same |ines as Sean

The kitchen was even nore filled than usual with good snells, but these



did not emanate fromthe pot that normally sat simering on her stove.
Instead, the earthy odors came fromtiers of warm ng trays rai sed above the
stove and stacked with stones. On the trays were tiny clay pots hol di ng
shoots of greenery, and it was fromthese the snells cane. The kitchen table
was al so covered with little pots and soil and bundles of dried flowers and
pil es of seeds.

"Slainte, Sean, Yana," she said, |ooking up fromwhere she sat
spread-1egged on the floor, her skirts hiked up above her moon-shaped pal e
white knees and col orful hand-knit stockings. Between her knees and her feet
and all around her were nore pots, nore seed packets, and trays of potting
conpost. Inspecting with critical sniffs all the interesting items |laid out
to be worked on were various nmenbers of the orange-marmal ade cat battalion
Two had curled up to sleep in one potting tray not quite | arge enough for
their bulk. They spilled over |like i mense orange alien plant-forms. "D d
you two think of any songs?"

"Quite a few," Sean said, fondly leering at Yana.

"Not hi ng we could repeat in polite conpany though," Yana said. "How
about you?"

"I got a couple. Mostly though, | thought | ought to make these plants
ready to send out to the other villages, and see if while we're sendin' folk
around, they could collect starts from other places."

"I was just commenting that we'll have a | onger than usual grow ng
season, " Sean sai d.

"Prob'ly," O odagh said. "Unless Petaybee has other ideas."

Bunny poked her head in the door. "Slainte, Uncle Sean. Slainte, Yana
and C odagh. For cat's sakes, C odagh, don't nost peopl e garden outside?"

"Only some of this is for ny garden, Bunka. The rest will be presents.
But right now, help me clean this up or there won't be room for anybody to
stand when the rest of the village gets here.™
"Ckay. Cnon, Diego," the girl said. Diego stepped shyly inside. In
one hand was a piece of wood, in the other a knife. He closed and pocketed
the knife and set the billet down by the door.

"It's very considerate of you to bring your own firewood, |ad, but |'m
not usin' so nuch these days as to need it."

"That's going to be his guitar," Bunny said.

"Ch, really?" O odagh asked, w dening her eyes in mld query.

"Only part of it," Diego said. At sixteen, he was a shy dark boy wth
beautiful eyes and an unruly | ock of black hair that kept falling over them
When he had first cone to Petaybee, he'd suffered fromthe skin bl em shes
conmon to young adol escents, but the planet's dry air had cleared them up
H s voice had already changed to a nost satisfactory baritone, and he was

rapi dly becom ng gorgeous. "This wood, Uncle Seanus said it was well-seasoned
cedar, probably will be good for the neck. | haven't found anything for the
body, but ... "

"The planet will come up with something, don't you worry," Cl odagh told

him beanming up at himwith that wide sunny snmle that, along with the cascade



of wavy black hair now tied back with a thong, was her other greatest beauty.
"Come now, give ne a hand."

From t he doorway cane another famliar voice. "I can take sonme of those
outside for you now, C odagh, if you' re ready."

Yana turned to see the em nent Dr. Wittaker Fiske, major conpany
st ockhol der and board nenber, sticking a hamer back in the heavy webbed belt
he wore strapped over dark gray fatigue pants. C odagh's bone-knit mnedicine
and the nodern ministrations available to conpany elite had, in the |last six
weeks, largely healed his broken armand injured eg. Now he nerely wore a
i ght bandage for support and wal ked with the slightest of linps. He wore a
navy blue rib-knit sweater and a matching |ight stocking cap rather rakishly
perched over one ear and stood with his hands on his hips, grinning w dely and
| ooki ng i mensely pleased with hinself.

"Dr. Fiske!" Yana exclaimed. "How d you get here?"

"Wal ked," he said. "Geat therapy, walking. | used to walk the hills
around Trondheimall the time when | was stationed back on Earth. Takes years
of f you."

Sean cast a sidelong glance at Fiske, though his own smile didn't |eave
his face. He knew the doctor well enough to know he was on the side of
Pet aybee, but Wit Fiske was, neverthel ess, an outsider in the enploy of the
opposition. |If O odagh had no problemw th him Yana hardly thought anyone
el se woul d object, but there was tension in the air that hadn't been present
bef ore.

"Dr. Fiske," Yana said, taking his arm "I had no idea you were so
handy. "

"We world builders are versatile nen," he said.

"There was a little matter | wanted to discuss with you privately," she
sai d.

"After the nmeeting then," he told her, rather to her surprise. He
patted her hand and di sengaged her arm "C odagh asked ne particularly to
stay. |If | amgoing to represent the conpany interest in utilizing Petaybee's

assets to the fullest while maintaining the integrity of the planet and the
aut onony of the inhabitants, then | need to be working with the locals on
every aspect of the operation.”

"Well, if Clodagh feels that it's a good idea and you don't think it's a
conflict of interests ... " Yana said. "In that case, can you hel p secure
enough fuel to get a plane to the southern pol e?"

"I think I could do that, yes, he said, with a wink over his shoul der as
he went to give Cl odagh a hand to get to her feet.

Bunny and Diego cleared all the seedlings to the sides of the roomjust
bef ore peopl e began steadily to arrive and crowd into C odagh's tiny house,
twenty squeezing into a space that would confortably accombdate about a
dozen. O odagh explained to the villagers what the cats had inparted to her
Nobody questi oned her, being accustonmed to O odagh and know ng that her
i nformation tended to be reliable, however she got it.

"So," she said. "I think maybe it would be good if we started off in
big groups together. Then folks can break off as we reach the vill ages they



want to get to. Wen we've done what we've set out to do, we can join up
again on the way back. That way if anybody gets lost or gets into some kind
of trouble, there'll be sonebody to notice."

The crowd voi ced assent.

Sinead said, "Aisling and | will take Shannonnouth, since there's
trading we want to do there anyway."

"I can't believe McCee's Pass is going against us," Bunny said.
"Remenber how grateful the Connellys were to you, C odagh, when you sent them
that medicine for their dogs? After the dogs got well, they drove all the way
up here to bring you that parka Iva Connelly made for you."

"That was a few years ago, Bunka, back before they got the new

shanachi e, " C odagh rem nded her
"That shouldn't change gratitude any! | promise |I'll be very respectful
of the new shanachie, just like | was with old McConachie. 1|'d like Diego to

neet the Connellys and, anyway, they'd be the best ones in McCGee's Pass to
tell us what's going on."

O odagh paused. Sending youngsters to one of the trouble spots worried
her until Sean said, "Yana and | will go with themand then on to Harrison's
Fjord. 1'd like Buneka to join us there, so she can see the place where Aoifa
and Mal a began their expedition.”

" Cood. "

The ot her assignments were made. Liam Mal oney agreed to go to
Deadhorse, then chanted a new song about the death of his nother while she was
away fromthe planet being questioned by Intergal

"Dog- wonan, snow woman, run-with-the-w nd-woman

Mot her -woman with the steam ng springs

Streanming in her veins

Wman to whom the birds sang

Wnman whose voice was soft with snow

Wman so warm so warm

No ice could freeze her

No aval anche stop her breath

"Her feet were stilled when they left the ground.

Her breath was stopped in closed roons

Wiere the wind never bl ows

She turned cold in hot roons

Her steami ng blood all bubbl ed away



Her voice stilled where no birds sang
Only the croaking of carrion-crows.

Aijijai."

During the recital Liam had | ooked straight ahead, his eyes closed, his
mout h twi sting around the words with a m xture of tenderness and bitterness.
When he finished his song and his eyes opened, they were full of pain and
defiance, and when his nouth closed, his jaw set tightly.

Di ego gl anced down and away, and Yana saw that Bunny was hol ding his
hand in a fierce, conforting grip. One of Lavelle's |ast guide jobs, the one
she was bei ng questi oned about when she died, had been to rescue Di ego and his
father froma blizzard. D ego had beconme very close to Lavelle during the
trip and resented her unnecessary death al nost as much as her famly did.

"That is a good song, Liam" Eanon Intiak said. "I have one |I'm maki ng
to sing to everyone about how the conpany men snatched us up fromthe Earth
and put us on Petaybee because they wanted our |ands on Earth and now t hey
want to take Petaybee."

"Wait a minute, son,” Wit Fiske said, standing apart from C odagh for a
monent. His chin was raised a little defensively as he spoke, although his
tone was as genial as ever. "I think nost of you know me and know that | have
a lot of feeling for what you fol ks are up against. But the conpany is a fact
of life here, and let's not make it worse than it is already."

"You just say that because your granddad put us here." Liam accused.
"No, son, | don't."

"I"mnot your son. Your people killed ny nother."

"Hi s nane is Liam Mal oney, Wit," d odagh said

"Thanks, O odagh. No offense intended, M. Maloney. You're partly
right. M grandfather was partially responsible for choosing Petaybee to
Terraform and for the process that nade the planet fit to live on, but he
didn't actually put anybody here. The resettling was done by another branch
of the conpany. And yes, they had certain ulterior notives, at the ting,
those | ands on Earth were very much prinme real estate. But there were other
reasons, too. So, before you fol ks decide the conpany is responsible for al
your troubles, | think a little rem nder of historical fact is needed. Does
anybody have any idea what |'mtalking about ?"

Yana groaned inwardly. Fiske, with what she was sure were good
i ntentions, had put his foot squarely in his nouth. For a diplomatic man, he
had |l ousy timng. People here didn't read and wite, and their songs tended
to be about personal events or about the conditions they survived on the
pl anet, at |east, she'd never heard any historical ballads. Should she speak
up and give Fiske sonme support? Wuld it do any good? She wasn't a native
Pet aybean, either.

"You're tal king about the War for Unification, Wit?" Sean asked.
"Among others," Wittaker answered, trying not to show how relieved he

was. "Half the ancestors of those here in Kilcoole would have died if we
hadn't evacuated to Petaybee the faction they were part of, the ones who were



getting their asses kicked."

"And those doing the kicking?" Bunny asked, cocking her head in a
sem -critical fashion

"Went to other habitable planets. W weren't about to settle ancestra
enem es together,” Wittaker said with a snort. "The conpany figured that,
with warring factions split up, enough new | and to go around, and no
traditional enemes to fight, their energies would be put to good use and
there'd be enough of themleft to hand down the good traits they had subnerged
to fight. Then the conpany could restore the fought-over and very battered
real estate on Earth. Everyone would end up with nore than they woul d have
had ot herwi se. Mst inmportantly, they'd end up alive."

"Ah, sure and |'mnoved to tears, Doctor darlin', to hear how kind
you' ve been to us poor savages," Adak surprised Yana by saying with his
br ogue- deepened sarcasm

"I"'mnot trying to white wash the conpany or its decisions,"” Wittaker
said. "But there were sone altruistic and ethnic preserving reasons operating
at the tinme. Conpany people aren't all bad, any nore than everyone on this
planet is all good. The sociol ogists who designed the popul ati on bal ance
tried not only to mx people used to cold weather with those who weren't, but
also to m x groups who m ght get along with each other and share
characteristics that woul d make for a nore successful adjustnent to the
envi ronment . "

"Yes, and we turned out very well, Wit, thank you," C odagh said, and
tugged on his webbed belt for himto return to her side, exhibiting her
approval of what he had explained. It was a good point to make. What we want

to do is to stand together and tell the conmpany what we want, what Petaybee
wants. Just makin' sonebody else to blane isn't gonna help the planet. W
got to get people to understand, and you can't do that while you're shoutin'.
Now t hen, Eamon, why don't you go speak to the fol ks up at New Barrow?"

When everyone had a destination, C odagh handed out the seedlings, good
will gifts for the hoped-for |ong growi ng season. Some people were using the
trips as an excuse to visit relatives they hadn't seen in a while, and by the
time everyone left, the venture had lost its bitter edge and was infused with
somet hing of a holiday spirit.

Chapter 5

Merde al ors! thought Marnmi on de Revers Al geneine as she | ooked out the
shuttl e wi ndow at a piebald | andscape covered half with rmud, half with dirty
ice and snow. What have | gotten nyself into this tine? Ch, well, | prom sed
VWhit! No one in their right mnd would want Mad Matt to make a unilatera
deci sion on anything, up to and includi ng when people should be allowed to use
the sanitary facilities.

Vi ce- Chai rman Matthew Luzon had al ready started his program"™ Marm on
suspected, when he insisted that the shuttle pilot divert to the site of "this
so-cal | ed" vol cano the planet was supposed to have-extruded? No, the word was
erupted. They were also to swing past the area where Wittaker Fiske and
everyone were supposed to have had their senses taken over by this so-distant
"sentient" planet.

Marmi on rather liked the notion of a planet with a mind of its own. So



few peopl e coul d boast that sort of decisiveness. Especially Mad Matt. She
chided herself for using that term Wo knew when she m ght tactlessly blurt
it out by m stake? Her tongue sometines didn't wait for mental censorship

anynore. Did that show she was getting sone sense? O |osing what she had?

No, she wasn't losing an iota of her good sense, she told herself
firmy, remenbering the fiscal coup she had just contrived with three
supposedl y nori bund technical conpanies. They'd each had sonething the others
needed, and none of their CEGs had had the sense to conpromise an inch in a
t akeover, hostile or friendly. So, last year, she'd instructed one of her
hol di ng conpanies to buy out all three. Banging the right heads together and
| eaving the sensible ones in charge had resulted in such a whopping great net
profit after taxes that she'd soon have to form yet another hol ding conpany to
hide that financial triunph. No matter how Mad Matt, no, no, no, Matthew,
boasted of his own recent successes, she'd done better than he had by severa
billions. But she wasn't one to brag.

"You can't really deny that that's one of the shapes vol canoes assune, "
she said, having heard what Matthew was rmuttering to one of his nunerous
assi stants.

"And, ny dear, how ever did you know there are various types of
vol canoes? Matthew asked in that smarny voice of his. H s assistants smled
fatuously at himand superciliously at her

"Because | have a master's degree in geology," she said, smling sweetly
at all of them

"But it's not doing anything now, " Matthew remarked, and pointed out the
square wi ndow that gave a good view of the 'dinple' of the cone as the shuttle
circled. Not so nuch as a wisp of snoke or a belch of ash was visible, but
for kilometers around the | and was shades of gray fromcooling | ava or wet,
nmud- st r eaked ash

"I'f you' ve seen enough, Dr. Luzon," the pilot said over the intercom
"I"ll proceed to the cave-site coordi nates."

Matt hew flicked a hand at one of his assistants, who inmredi ately issued
the actual order.

"Are we going to land and investigate the cave, Matthew?" Marmi on asked
i ngenuousl y.

"I just wanted to orient nyself for the purpose of further on-the-spot
i nvestigations."

"Wse."

He nade a big show of peering down at the site when they reached it
mnutes later. Marmon needed only to confirmthat the rocky up thrust of the
cliff was visibly a limestone formation and nost certainly riddl ed with caves.
Since Whittaker Fiske was unlikely to fall for illusions, nuch | ess del usions,
she'd take the rest of his report as valid until she had substantial reason to
doubt it. Wit was not one to jeopardize either his position with Intergal or
his reputation with wild and unprovabl e statenents.

"This is the right place?" Mtthew asked, his expression bland, but
Mar mi on knew not to trust that.

"We're right over the coordinates | was given, Dr. Luzon," the pilot



said. "The streamis visible and the | edge, and ny scanner's picking up the
copter footprints on the nearest possible landing surface. Severa
footprints, and different size copters.”

"Can't deny the evidence, can we?" Mtthew said. "Al right. Proceed
for an aerial pass over that town that young Fi ske nmentioned Ki
somet hi ng. "

"Kilcoole, Matthew, " Marmon said helpfully, as if aiding someone with a
faulty menory. There was not a thing wong with Luzon's nenory, it had proved
far too accurate too often. Perhaps not honest, or properly evaluating the
menories, but the details were always indisputably proffered. Details were
Matt hew s chi ef weapons-the details that others m ght forget or m srenenber.
Then he'd pounce with that deadly and devi ous accuracy of his.

Kil coole, as seen through the shuttle w ndows, was a hodgepodge of
wi dely spaced roofs, sonme merely darker patches under well-branched trees,
wi th narrow brown tracks, bordered by nuddi ed boardwal ks. Not many peopl e
wer e about, though she saw sone industrious souls making repairs, and a few
ot hers di gging up garden-si ze squares behind their houses. She approved of
such occupations. She enjoyed taking care of the extraterrestrial flowers and
pl ants she nurtured in a cleverly connected successi on of domes, set at the
required temperatures, gravities, and air mxtures that the exotics required.
She had fond menories of once being able to get hands and nails dirty, nucking
in the small garden of the first house she and U gar Al genei ne had bought.
How young they had been

She nentally shook those fond nmenories away and |istened to what ©Matthew
was sayi ng.

"Crude in the extreme. How long has this, this place," he asked,
managi ng to pour a great deal of contenpt into the one word, "been
established-if you can possibly call that huddle of huts 'established ?" Hs
assistants did not answer and Marm on had no intention of interrupting him
"And this ... place harbors the dissidents? Kilcoole, indeed. Kill cool is
what we shall do to such pretensions.™

"Are you sure of that?" Murmon asked in a languid tone. "I feel we
are perhaps a tad over civilized at times. WMtt, dear. W' ve |ost the conmon
touch, "

"Thank God," Matthew said expl osively.

"that would permit us to evaluate the struggle against clinmte and
conditions. | do find it appealing that anmid all the snow and nud, they're
al ready starting gardens!"

Matt hew snorted. "Gardens? More than square-neter plots are required
to adequately feed even this indolent population. They can't expect |nterga
to continue to support themw th expensive inportation's of subsistence
rati ons."

Marmi on rai sed one hand in a gesture of indolent appeal. "I don't
believe rations are inported to Petaybee, Matthew. Do check, one of you," she
said, flicking her fingers at his assistants, "because | have the oddest
recol lection that they are actually self-sufficient."

"Not with the quantities of fuel and,

"Fuel is for vehicles, not humans, Matthew. Haven't you got those



figures for nme yet?" Her attitude remained indifferent, but the slight edge
to her tone made the skinny one of Matthew s sycophants tap with greater
rapidity at his notepad.

"No, sir, ma'am no rations are inported for the indigenous popul ation."
Then he gul ped, his Adami s appl e bobbling up and down.

Marmi on had to | ook away. The poor dear. Matthew woul d probably taunt
hi m about that when he was in one of his noods. And the other young
men- Matt hew only had young nmen as assistants, which rather gave away
somet hing, at |least to Marmion, that Matthew woul d probably rather not have
known-were all reasonably attractive and | ooked fit and able for anything
physically taxing. Trust Matthew to nake the nbst of conparisons.
"Thank you, dear," Marmion said to the skinny lad. "And do tell me your
nane again ... nmy nmenory, you know "

In point of fact, Matthew had not bothered to introduce any of the
assistants, although she had pointedly introduced Sally Point-Jefferson, her
personal secretary; MIlard Ephiasos, her research assistant; and Faber Ni ke,
whose position on her staff she had not designated. Too many people presuned
that Faber's large nuscular frame and qui et deference marked a defi ci ent
intelligence and | ack of personality. Too many people were wong. Especially
t hose who thought Faber was a bed mate. Marnion nade a habit of hiring
versatile, nulti-talented people. It saved noney and engendered | oyalty and
di scretion.

"My nanme is Braddock Makem madam " was the reply, couched in the | owest
possi bl e audi bl e t one.

"Thank you, M. Makem" She smiled. It never hurt, and for all she
knew it might gain her a discreet ally on Matthew s staff.

"Stop trying to charmny staff,"” Matthew said testily, giving Makem a
piercing glare. Mkenis apple did an unhappy series of perpendicul ar
maneuvers.

"I"ve given up on that score |ong ago, Matthew," she |ied shanel essly.
"You really do know how to incur loyalty anong your staff. | could use a
little of that genius." Then, because she was near to |aughter at the
expression on all those startled earnest faces, she abruptly focused her eyes
on the passing | andscape. "Ah, the river that suddenly de-iced itself. My,
it is turbulent,” she said. "And overrunning its banks, too. Flood contro
apparently is another local |ack. But, oh, glance over toward the clear
fields, Matthew. Soneone's out there doing sonething to the ground. Pl ow ng?
Is that what you call it? And what on earth would you call the beasts they
have harnessed to that queer device?' She had everyone on her side of the
shuttle to see this archaic activity. "Well, isn't that nice, Matthew They
heard you."

Matt hew favored her with a sour glare. She could al nbst see the phrase
"they'll hear me loud and clear' coming out in a bubble fromhis tightly shut
lips. Certainly that was the expression evident in his glare.

Alittle noise, like a suppressed cough, issued fromthe seats behind
her. Faber, nore than likely, she thought. He'd never said as nuch, of
course, but she knew he despi sed Matthew Luzon. Al npst as much as she did,
and Sally and MIllard for that matter. She'd chosen this teamvery well
i ndeed.



Then the shuttle was within sight of SpaceBase and its ridicul ously
colored auxiliary buildings. Wo had the tastel essness to use such awful
colors? Marm on wondered. Probably every color of paint rejected throughout
Intergal had ended up here, on the walls of this eye sore.

She did not, however, as Matthew did at | ength, conment on the condition
of the landing field, with its craters and cracks and the bl ocks of plascrete
that had been el evated by the seismc activity. As they seened |ocalized on
the field, Marm on was quite charned by the notion of a sentient planet that
could so specialize its internal effects to cause the nost disconfort to the
i nhabitants it did not wish to remain on its surface. A npost considerate
friend and form dabl e eneny, such an entity would be, if it was possible.

And who was to say it was not? Marm on shrugged. She had a fondness
for nysteries in this over anal yzed universe in which she lived. Enigmas
attracted her curiosity, and solving them gave her a chance to stretch her
m nd and resources. How wonderful if this truly proved to be the enornpus and
conpl ex puzzle the report prom sed! Wether it was quite what the locals
clainmed or not, however, there had to be nore here than the prosaic scene
bel ow, or the official explanations of the uncanny events detailed in the
reports, no matter how disparaging the 'logical' explanation. O accurately
detailed. She was quite delighted she had conme, and should this planet prove
to be a sentient entity, she would be even nore delighted to nmake its
acquai ntance. She hoped, rather whinsically, that the planet would respond as
wel |l to her and not judge her too harshly by the conpany she kept.

There was, of course, nuch fan fare as the shuttle | anded on one of the
few | evel portions of the field. A proper welcomng conmttee was there, and
if no red carpet had been spread, the plascrete had obvi ously been scrubbed
clean of the mud and goo that was snmeared over nost of the rest of the |anding
area. The ground vehicles gleaned with a high wax finish in the clear
sunlight.

Her lungs took in the spring-crisp air in great gulps. She was al npost
dizzy with the intoxication of undeniably fresh air.

"Ch, my word, air! Gve nme air like this wherever | go," she said

dramatically, one hand on her heaving chest.

Matt hew shot her a disgusted glance. "Marmion, the air may appear to be
fresh, but you cannot be sure it isn't filled with bacteria and m crobes that
wi Il have a deleterious effect on your health. Which we nust preserve!l" he
added with that dreadful snile he affected when he was pretending to be
solicitous while really hoping the person he was talking to would fall over
dead.

By quickly linking her armin Faber's, she neatly avoi ded contact as
Matt hew hel d out a hand to hel p her down the scrupul ously clean stairs. Faber
escorted her deftly to the ground, but Sally and MIlard had to wait unti
Matt hew and hi s m nions had di senbarked. Maybe Sally would be able to make
some sort of inpression on one of the handsone, physically fit young
assistants. She usually managed. She'd have to be very clever with Matthew s
boys, but that's what Sally was, clever, astute, discreet, and exceedi ngly
intelligent.

Once nmore into the fray, dear friends, Marnion thought as she observed
Captain Torkel Fiske in full flash uniform standing just slightly ahead of
his father. Rather naughty of Torkel, she thought. \Whittaker was dressed far
nore casually, but she'd never seen himlook so fit and happy. Happy, she
t hought, wondering that that adjective should spring to mind. Wo had tine to



be 'happy' in the Intergal actic society of which she, Wittaker, and Mtthew
were part? In any event, she smiled at Whittaker, as he neatly el bowed his
son out of the way to be first to greet her

"I's your armall healed? And the | eg wound?" she asked solicitously as
they enbraced. He wore a support bandage on his armand she'd noticed just
the faintest hint of a |linp as he noved.

"Of course, Marmie. You can't keep an old dog like nme down. | not only
had Intergal's best medi cos working on me, but the best i mediate and
conval escent medi cal care available here. 1'Il say that for this planet, good

for your health,” Wittaker said. Releasing her, a trifle reluctantly, she
felt, he turned to shake hands, showi ng just the right deference and
enthusiasm with Matthew "You are wel come, Matthew. Your input will be

i nval uabl e. "

Li ar, Marm on thought, but she smled vacuously as the two nen went
t hrough the courtesies.

Matt hew i ntroduced his gaggl e of ganders to Wittaker, adding the
provenance of each and their area of expertise. That is, he introduced al
but poor Adam s Appl e.

"And this is Braddock Makem " she said, smiling brightly first at
Matt hew, then at Wiit, and finally at poor startled Makem "You renmenber
Sally, I"'msure, Wiit. And MIlard and Faber, who are ny staunch henchnen."

Whit shook hands with her assistants and then waved everyone to the
wai ting vehicles. The travel bags had al ready been unl oaded and were on their
way to whatever accommodations this depressing place mght have for people of
her and Matthew s prestige.

"We've laid on a fine meal for you, Marmie," Wit said, making sure he
sat beside her in the |arge personnel transport. |Its seats, hard as they
were, had been re-covered with rather fine furs.

"How ki nd of you," Marmion replied, and then, feeling the soft texture
of the covers, she said, "And are these locally produced?" She did not have
to pretend her enthusiasm for she had seldomfelt such beautifully cured
natural pelts.

"Yes," Torkel Fiske answered fromthe double seat behind her. "It's the
one thing they do very well here.”

"Real | y?" she asked, managing to keep the irony out of her rejoinder
"How i nteresting! You nust show me nore," she said languidly. "I really
could use sone new stoles. Mybe a muff or two for when | have to stand in
freezing airlocks and transfer stations."

"Better let young Fiske buy for you, Marmon," Mtthew said. "The
nmonent they heard your off world accent, they'd quadruple the price."

"No, we do that!" \Whittaker said at his drollest.

Mar mi on snuggl ed agai nst him wrapping her fingers about his arm and
squeezing themslightly. "It's so good to see you, Wit! \Whatever's been
goi ng on down here, it's really brightened you up. | do believe you were

getting office-bound."

Whi tt aker chuckl ed and jerked his head at the very upright, disapproving



back of Matthew Luzon sitting in front of them

Marmi on squeezed his armagain. "Afield trip is what we've all needed
to get the juices flowng and the lungs filling with good clean air." Luzon's
shoul ders twitched, and Marmion felt Wiittaker's ribs noving in silent
[ aughter. "We'll all put our minds to this little problemand sort it out in
next to no tine. Wn't we, Mtthew?"

Hs terse answer was lost in a screech of badly worn brake pads, as the
carrier halted in front of a building, freshly painted in an aggressively
bri ght yell ow

"Sorry about the color, Marmon," Wittaker said when he saw her wi nce.
"All that's left in Stores, but at least it's clean and bright."

This time Matthew s snort of disgust was plainly audible. As he wal ked
to the door, his body | anguage spoke of displeasure, resentnent, and
aggravati on.

"Ch, dear, we're in for it," Marm on nurnmured so that only Wittaker
heard her. "I believe we are,"” he responded as quietly.

"Fore warned is fore arned," she added, and then rose to wal k as
gracefully as ever down the aisle and up the steps and into the incredibly
yel | ow bui | di ng.

Chapter 6

The long nulti-segnmented caravan divided, then subdivided, and
subdi vided again. The first to | eave were Sinead and Aisling, who went
vi siting Shannonnouth, closest to Kilcoole of the three villages on the route.
Al t hough Sinead could ride all day, Aisling did not travel as well, especially
on horseback. Mst of the time she preferred to wal k and | ead her
curly-horse, chatting to the mare as frequently as she addressed Sinead, Sean
Yana, Bunny, or Diego. The nmare seened oblivious to the burdens she carried,
bundl es of bl ankets, sew ng things, and decorating materials, as well as a
back pack and a bale of finely tanned furs from Sinead's wi nter hunt.

Bunny thought it was aces traveling with this particular group. She was
so used to Diego now, she'd be Iost without his company, and she had |iked
Yana Maddock since Day One and | ooked forward to having her as an auntie when
she and Sean got hitched. And both Sinead and Sean knew all sorts of speci al
pl aces where they could sleep under cover. Wth the people traveled Alice B
Sinead and Aisling' s | ead dog; Nanook, one of the track-cats who lived out at
Sean's | ab; and Di nah, the Ml oneys' |ead dog, who had taken such a shine to
Di ego that she preferred his conpany to Liamis. She also |liked Bunny, when
Bunny stroked her, she could even receive Dinah's somewhat frenetic
conmmuni cat i ons.

After leaving Sinead and Aisling in Shannonnouth, the group continued
on, following the river that snaked uphill past MGee's Pass. There the river
was joined by the Iffy, so called because it was iffy if it ran or not,
dependi ng on the season, and how frozen it was or how dry the weather had
been. The Iffy was in full spate now, pouring its glacial white waters into
t he cl ear Shannon; the two mingled murkily all the way to Harrison's Fjord.

As Bunny and Di ego parted from Sean and Yana, Sean said, "Listen, you
two. By all nmeans, visit the Connellys and, if you can do so, find out what's



going on. But, if feeling is very strong in favor of the m nes, |eave and

cone find us, and we'll all do it together. | want you to nmeet us at
Harrison's Fjord in three days' time. 1It's only a day to the Fjord, so that
gi ves you two days to suss things out.

kay? 1'd like to have nore tine, but with the PTBs arriving soon, Yana and

have got to catch a ride down under as soon as we've finished our business and
Johnny or Rick are free."

"Can we go down under, too?" Bunny asked.

"I doubt if the aircraft will be big enough to hold four passengers,"”
Yana said. "Using one of the snmaller copters is wisest. Now, get going so
you'll reach the Connellys in tine to be invited for supper. Sean and | have

a ways to go yet."

Later, when the adults di sappeared around the base of the next hill and
Bunny and Diego steered their curlies toward the pass, Bunny said, "Did you
hear? They didn't say no! W might get to go down under, Diego!"

"What's it |ike?" he asked.

"I don't know. Never been. Different fromhere though I think. 1've
never heard of anyone coning up fromthe southern pole. You have to cross a
whol e big ocean, and that just isn't smart to do in our little boats. | guess

they don't have any bigger ones down there or we'd see nore of them up here.
My parents were trying to prove a theory about an undersea passage fromthe
caves near Harrison's Fjord when they disappeared. Hey! What if they got

t hrough and t he passage-you know, sonething went wong with it, so they

couldn't come home, but when we get down there we'll find them"

"I wouldn't get my hopes up," Diego said. "It's been how nany years
now?"

"I dunno. Over ten. | was real little when they left."

"I"'d think in all that time they'd have found sonebody to bring word
back, knowi ng how worried everybody would be. O course, if it was nmy nom"
he added, his tone turning wy, "she'd get so involved with her work she'd
never notice she forgot to bring me with her, but you people aren't |ike
that."

"Well, thanks a lot. But | prefer to hope, if it's all the sanme to you.
O isn't anybody el se supposed to? You got your father back. | guess that's
all that matters."

"I didn't nean for you to take it that way, Bunny. | wouldn't have got
nmy dad back if it wasn't for you and C odagh and everybody, and sure | hope
there's people who will help your folks down under. 1'd just hate to see you

get all excited and be di sappointed."

"I"ll be excited if I want to," she said tartly. "And |I've been
di sappoi nted before. ™

Di ego didn't say anything, and Bunny regretted being so sharp with him
He was probably just showi ng how much he cared about her, as Aisling would
say. But he was only two years ol der than she was, and he shouldn't treat her
like a kid.

So after that, they rode in silence until they rounded the bend at the
foot of the pass and were greeted by a roaring wind funneling through the



cleft and al nost bl owi ng them back down to the Shannon

Fl atteni ng t hensel ves agai nst the necks of the curlies, they trudged up
the trail, which was sone what | ess nuddy than the flatlands. The air was
al so noticeably chillier. Dinah dropped behind the horses and padded along in
the shelter of their sturdy bodies.

McCee's Pass wasn't very big. Not even as big as Kilcoole, Bunny
t hought with surprise as they rode between the first pair of houses. There
were only about eight houses, situated fairly close together, lining the w de
spot in the trail that passed for a road. The road was heavily churned up and
tracked into ruts, ridges, and pockmarks lightly covered with a recent
sprinkling of snow, nmaking the footing extrenely slippery and uneven.

The houses were uni nproved origi nal conpany issue, shored up with pieces
of timber, stones, nud bricks, plascrete, hides, and whatever el se was handy.
As in Kilcoole, the ground was littered with the refuse of many |long winters
and warm seasons not quite warm enough to nelt the snows.

"Everybody nust be inside having lunch,” Bunny said of the deserted
streets.

But that didn't explain the quiet. She saw no dogs, no curlies, nothing
except one |lone marnal ade cat trying to catch what warnmth it could on a
pl ascrete roof.

D nah wandered from house to house, object to object, sniffing and
whi ni ng, barking once or twi ce, and sniffing and whining sone nore. At one
pl ace, she paused to urinate near a doorstep

The cat | ooked down at her as if considering junping on her back for a
ride. Dinah junped up, pawi ng the house, and barked sharply. The cat rose
and stretched itself, and junped lightly down fromthe roof onto a barrel and
then to the ground.

After a nutual sniff, the cat sauntered up the street, its tai
describing arches in the air above its back, while Dinah struggled not to run
over the creature in her haste to go wherever the cat was goi ng.

Bunny and Diego foll owed the dog. The cat wal ked out of town, which
wasn't all that far to go, and up toward the pass, and then abruptly
di sappeared into a bush beside the trail

Bunny and Di ego di snbunted. A voice canme from behind the bush, then
suddenly, many voices, and then the bush noved aside and a person appeared in
what turned out to be the entrance to a cave.

The person, a man who | ooked a bit |ike Bunny's uncle Adak, seened
startled to see them "Wo are you? What are you doing here? Wat do you
want ? he demanded, bl ocking the entrance to the cave.

"Slainte,” Bunny said as normally as possible. After all, if these
peopl e were supporting the conpany instead of the planet, she wasn't surprised
that they might be a little defensive. "I was |ooking for the Connelly
famly. | thought they lived around here."

"Who is it askin' after the Connellys?" a wonan's voice asked from
behind the man. "Krilerneg O Malley, will you nove your ass so the rest of us
can get out."



"I's that you, lva?" Bunny asked. As O Malley did as he was bid, she
saw that it was indeed Iva Connelly, or someone who | ooked very much |ike her
com ng out into the daylight.

Unli ke the unmannerly O Mall ey, the woman cl eared the doorway and cane
over to the horses, allowing a streamof nmen, wonen, and children to emerge
behi nd her.

"What is it, Ma?" a boy asked. He was a tall boy, not dark |ike nost of
t he peopl e Bunny knew, but fair-haired and bl ue-eyed.

The wonman | ooked puzzl ed hersel f, and for a nonment Bunny was afraid
she'd got the wong person

"Slainte, dama," she said again. "I don't know if you renmenber ne or
not, but |I'm Buneka Rourke, the snocle driver fromKilcoole. This is ny
friend D ego Metaxos."

"That's not a Kilcoole nanme," the boy said in a suspicious nutter
"Never mind that, Krisuk," the woman said. "You've had a |ong journey,
Bunka. You must be tired and hungry."

The people parted in front of another man now, this one dressed in skins
and furs, all ornamented with beads the way Aisling did the |atchkay bl ouses.
More striking than his clothing, however, was his physical appearance. He was
a very large man and very handsome, his hair worn in a black mane, with a trim
bl ack beard covering his chin and a heavy bl ack nustache guardi ng his nouth.

"The others not only let himpass but actually shrank fromhim He
carried a staff with the skull of sone small animal, a squirrel perhaps,
although it |ooked nore like ... No, it couldn't be a cat's skull! Nobody
woul d do anything so gruesone as to display the skull of a cat.

She did notice, however, that the narmal ade cat, who had been there a
nmonent before, had conpletely di sappeared.

"Iva, my child, of course this lovely creature and her friend are tired
and hungry. You nust bring themto ny house to eat and rest.” He turned to
Bunny and gave her a snmile that invited her to adnire him and extended his
hand | ess to shake hers than to sign a blessing at her. "I am Satok, the
shanachie. Wl cone to ny village."

"Slainte, Satok," Bunny said. "And thanks for the invitation. | just
canme bringing greetings to the Connellys from our heal er, C odagh Senungat uk
but she has spoken of you and | know she will be glad to hear that | net you."

I va Connelly spoke to the shanachie, and Bunny thought her manner
unusual Iy tinmorous for sonmeone speaking to the town's renenberer and chi ef

singer and storyteller. "Bunka is an inportant woman in Kil cool e, shanachie.
She is one of two people permitted to drive the conpany's snocles. On her
nmot her' s side she is descended fromthe Shongili scientists. Her uncle is

Sean hinself, and she was all but raised by d odagh, the healer."

The speech would normal |y have enbarrassed Bunny, except that she had
t he oddest feeling that Iva was presenting her credentials, to show that Bunny
was a person worthy of respect and under the protection of inportant and
power ful people. Satok, apparently, took the speech as an advertisenent for
her, her charns? He was |ooking at her in the way of men who were courting,
except nore boldly and wi thout deference.



"Fi ne recommendati ons indeed," he said, grasping her hand. "I am so
honored that you have cone to ny village."

"We- uh-we brought a song to the Connellys fromtheir friends in
Kilcoole," Diego said rather sharply. "Conme on, Bunny. Maybe we can visit
t he shanachie later, if there's time. W're on kind of a tight schedul e.
W' re being expected soon, el sewhere.™

Bunny, uneasy at the burning |l ook she was getting fromthe shanachie,
did not mind Diego intervening in her affairs this tinme. 1va Connelly shot
thema relieved gl ance and one that was apol ogetic to the shanachie before she
hustl ed them the boy, and a passel of other relatives back to a house no
bi gger than C odagh's.

I va, her husband M uk, and their own children and grandchil dren
i ncludi ng the bl ond-haired boy, all lived under this roof. It snelled nusky,
of cl oseness and constant occupation. Except for six beds and a table, the
furni shings were few and the food stores did not appear to be many.

"W brought our own supplies,” Bunny told Iva. "And sone seedlings from
O odagh. She and Sean both think this will be an unusually |ong grow ng
season. "

Iva did not respond to her remark at once. "N anbh," she said to one of
t he granddaughters. "Put the kettle on for our guests.”

She sat herself down on one bed and notioned to Diego and Bunny to sit
on another. The rest of the Connellys surrounded them cl osely. The youngest
ones had to be deflected fromthe saddl ebags, which intrigued them

"That was kind of C odagh, but | doubt we'll plant much this year," M uk
said. "We'll be busy helping Intergal at the new nine sites.”

Bunny tried not to act surprised. The cats' information, after all, was
accurate. That marnal ade rascal who had led themto the neeting cave was no
doubt a useful informant.

Di ego surprised her. He usually hung back in discussions, but now he
| eaned forward and gave Iva a penetrating | ook

"And how, " he asked, "does your shanachie feel about the possibility of
new y opened mne sites?"

"Why, he thinks it's about time, of course. He says the planet is very
of fended that we refuse to accept all of its gifts. That's why the pl anet
won't conmmuni cate with any of us anynore, but speaks only to Satok."

"What ?" Bunny cri ed.

"Just as she says, girl, are you deaf?" Muk said. "The planet now
conmuni cates its needs and we communi cate ours to it only through Satok."

"Why? Isn't the planet 'mad' at him too?" D ego asked, just nanagi ng
not to sneer.
"You don't understand, " Iva said. "You've had C odagh to guide you, to
keep you whole. But MConachie was old and not right in the head for a | ong
time before he died. And no one else cane forward for years. W-we |ost
touch. W misinterpreted things. W did wong things. Ofensive things.



Until Satok came to interpret, everything got harder and harder for us.
Animals didn't come to the dying places. The river didn't thaw for three
sumers.  We couldn't grow gardens. Not until Satok came did we know what the
problem was. W had angered the planet by not cooperating with the conmpany
when it wi shed our help to nake its explorations.”

"Whi ch expl orations?" Bunny asked. She wasn't aware that hel p had been
recruited further afield than Kilcoole.

"There was one last year. Some fellas cane |ooking for guides. They
landed in a shuttle. | don't think they even went to SpaceBase. They said
there was sone kinda special mnerals we were supposed to have here that they
were | ookin' for."

"There were others, too," Muk said. "Ask Codagh. Sonetinmes if what
t he conpany wanted was near Shannonnouth, people fromKilcoole would just send
themon, or bring themthis far and no farther. M brother Upi k guided one
group, but we never saw him again."

"I went out with ny father and Lavelle Mal oney with a group,” Diego said
in aquiet, intense voice. "W got into a white out. But we took refuge
inside the planet. M father ... well, he was bad for a while and al nost died
fromthe shock but O odagh and Bunny and the others hel ped hi mand now he's
better. That sort of thing seems to happen to a | ot of conpany teans."

I va shook her head. "They did not ask perm ssion then

As Sat ok says, we used to do it all wong. He says that Muk's brother
and our other folks killed the conpany teans and the planet punished them and
us, because of it.

"Why does he tell you such lies?" Bunny asked. She had restrained
hersel f I ong enough. Now she was really nad.

"He doesn't lie. As long as we've done what he says, made the paynents
he wants, things have been better."

"Paynent s?" Diego asked incredul ously, sticking his jaw out.

"Just little things. Food, furs, sone sewing for him the best pups
fromthe litters, and the best lead dog to train them"
"Ch, that sort of payments," Diego said in a tone of voice that Bunny
had never heard himuse. But she knew what he was leading up to. "And al
your troubl es have di sappeared with his hel p?"

Uni versal Iy sol enm nods answered the query.

"And the planet doesn't mind you digging hard down into itself, D ego
made a savage downward thrust with his hand, then gave a mean twist to his
imaginary tool as it threwits inmaginary contents onto the floor, and making
big sores on its surface?"

There was a stunned rumble at his harsh words.

"You, young Diego, are a stranger, not of this planet. How can you
pretend to know its wi shes? How can you pretend to know our needs? You have
no understanding of the planet, of us, or of howit is at Shannonmouth," M uk
said sternly, shifting his legs into an aggressive stance.



"Quite possibly I don't," Diego said, staring back at him so unafraid
t hat Bunny was as proud of himas she was scared. "But | have a song to sing

Bunny breathed a secret sigh of relief. D ego was sure catching on
fast. Qut of inbred courtesy, everyone in the tiny house relaxed just that
little bit that showed they would be receptive to a song, but not to nore
words that went against their shanachie. O all the tense faces, Bunny
noticed only one, that of the light-haired boy, Krisuk, that did not wear the
same defensive, half-frightened | ook. She had nistaken Krisuk's expression
for sullenness at first, but as Diego tal ked, the other boy's face rel axed and
she saw that he was angry-and not at them Diego, as if he'd been doing it
all his life instead of just the past few nonths, [ifted his head, half closed
his eyes, and sang the song he had conposed for the Kilcool e | at chkay.

"l am new cone, in storm here.

A stormof heart and mind and soul.

| sought and found stormwi th Lavelle.

She saved nme when the sled crashed down.

Wth the heat of her body she saved ne.

Wth the wit of her m nd she saved ny father, too.

Saved me to see the cavern that all say | didn't see.

But | saw the caverns and the water and the carving

O wind and water.

| saw the gl eaming snow, |ike jeweled cloth.

| saw t he branches waving, the water talking.

The ice answering, the snow | aughing. | saw

The animals of water and earth and they were

Tal ki ng, too.

They were kind to me and answered all ny

Questi ons.

But | do not know what questions | asked.

| do not know what answers | heard.

| know the cavern, the branches, the tal king water.

The speaking ice and the | aughing snow. | know

That you know it, too. So hear my song

And believe me. For | have seen what you have seen.

And | am changed. Hear ny song. Believe ne."



"Diego is no stranger to Petaybee. The planet has spoken to him" Bunny
said quietly in the respectful silence that followed a true song. For she
could see by their reception that the Connellys could recognize the song for
what it was. "The planet speaks to few," lva said, noddi ng her head.

"But here," Muk said in a harsh voice, "the planet speaks to Satok and
none other, and it is he we nust obey in the name of the planet.”

"Well spoken, Muk." There were gasps of astonishnent as Satok stuck
his head through a carefully opened wi ndow. "Well sung, young traveler."

Iva quickly rose and opened the door. She was red with the
enbarrassnent at the shanachie having to listen through a wi ndow to hear
somet hi ng going on in her house.

I mredi ately it occurred to Bunny that that m ght be how he knew so nuch
of what went on in his village. |Inside, he nmade straight for the bed on which
Bunny and Di ego sat. But Diego, acting quickly, shifted so that Satok woul d
have to sit next to himinstead of Bunny, as had been his very obvious
i ntention.

"Then young travel er, do you think the planet says one thing for one
town and sonething el se for another?" Satok asked, his eyes glistening, his
nouth set at a derisive slant.

"Your town is near mnes, Kilcoole is not."

"But Lavelle was searching for mnes, was she not, when your group
becane |l ost in white out?"

"W were, but well east of Kilcoole and well north of here,"” Diego
answered calmy. Bunny thought he was nuch cl everer than the shanachie, who
was obviously trying to catch himout.

"What el se did the planet say to you that you made such a song?"

Di ego | ooked up at the intimdating face of Satok. "The planet gave ne
words to sing, which | have sung. Now ny nouth is dry, and we have cone a
long way to see Iva Connelly and thank her for gifts, bringing gifts in
return.’

"Bah!" Satok said with a scornful glance at the seedlings. "There will
be no tinme for grow ng things when the conpany sends orders."

"There is tine now," Bunny said, encouraged by Diego's attitude. "The
days grow | ong enough and the soil here will soon be as ready as it is in
Kilcoole. It takes nothing fromthe conmpany to supply fresh food. The
conpany only gives cans and dried stuff. Qur people need fresh food."

Satok junped to his feet. "I will tell what is good for ny people, not
you strangers." He whirled on lva. "You will not accept these gifts." lva's
expression was terrified and shocked, but he ignored her. "Wen the planet
feels that you are worthy of them the planet will provide." Then, at his
full and inposing height, he glared down at Di ego and Bunny. "You were not
invited." H s thick forefinger pointed om nously at Diego. "You cone here
and try to tell my people what is proper.” He pointed at Bunny, and a nost
curiously avid expression fleeted across his face. "The planet speaks through
me, and | amthe best judge of who and what is good for these people I will
decide which gifts are acceptable for this portion of the planet. Your



shanachi e means well, but she is ignorant of our true needs. | wll instruct
you tonorrow, when you have rested."

Wth that he stal ked out of the little house, pausing briefly to eye the
curlies, |leaving everyone nervous, staring at nothing, or actively trenbling.
Bunny shook with fury, and D ego had clanped his teeth down on his lip to keep
from speaki ng. He gave Bunny one | ong | ook, and his shoul ders sagged j ust
li ke everyone el se's did.

Iva could barely manage to be civil after that. She had been
enbarrassed in front of themby the shanachie's behavior, and enbarrassed in
front of the shanachie by theirs. She was furious with her husband, as well.
She did not, however, refuse the provisions Bunny and Di ego had brought in
t heir saddl ebags to augnent the evening neal.

Bunny had little appetite. She was angry and, actually, sonewhat
shocked. She had never been so rudely treated in her life, not even by her
nasty cousins. She had certainly never thought she'd see O odagh's careful
gi fts spurned.

Diego was as silent and ate as little as she, and his eyes had a wary
quality to them

They bedded down that night on the floor, between the two bunks farthest
fromthe fire. They were cold, since they had not brought their warnest
winter gear with them Back in Kilcoole, where it was so unseasonably warm
t hey had been unable to inagine it being quite so cold here.

Di ego shivered, huggi ng hinsel f and managing to | ook resentful as he did

The bl ond boy, Krisuk, was in one of the beds beside them and he threw
a quilt down to Diego. "Here you go," he whispered.

"Don't you need it?"

"I can put on ny parka. | just wanted to tell you, it was great hearing
you tell off that blowhard."

"You mean you don't think he's the heart and soul of the planet I|ike
everybody el se here seens to?" Bunny whi spered.

Kri suk made a rude sound, but quietly.
Just then, fromoutside the cabin, canme a series of furious barks.
"Dinah!" Diego said, sitting straight up

Iva and M uk | ooked up, then pointedly rolled back over to sleep; the
children other than Krisuk pulled their quilts up over their head. Soon the
bar ki ng was repl aced by scratching at the door and whi ni ng.

"She can't come in," Krisuk said. "H s H ghness has decreed that
animals aren't allowed in the house with people.”

But Di ego was already at the door, unlatching it and bendi ng over the
agitated dog. Bunny rose, too, with Krisuk stealing softly behind her. Since
the dog could not cone in, Bunny and Krisuk joined Di ego outside, where he was
rubbing her fur and tal king to her



"She's trying to tell me something. | know she is,'
she's so excited it's all scranbled."

D ego said. "But

"Darby and Cisco!" Bunny said, renenbering the curlies.
"What ?"

"Where are they?"

"I oh, shit!" he said.

Krisuk made a face. "At least he left the dog."

"Who?"

"You know, him?" Krisuk said, pointing his chin up past where the houses
ended. "He thinks anything worth having belongs to him Besides, | saw the
way he was | ooking at yer woman here." He nodded to Bunny. "I think he neans

to keep you here, as well as have the horses.™
"He'l | keep nothing,"” Bunny spat. "Including the hold he has over this
village. | don't know how he's managed to do it, but | know that, if he's the
only one who conmuni cates with the planet here, there's sonething seriously

wr ong. "

Di ego said cautiously, "W did promise if we had cause to think this
m ght get dangerous, we'd go neet Sean and the mgjor first."

"Well, we can't very well go without the horses now, can we?" Not and
make it there in good tine. W'd be sitting ducks for that, that, wtch
doctor!" She used the term she had heard sone of the company nmen apply to

Cl odagh soneti nes.

"Your horses are gone." Krisuk said in a hard, practical voice. "No
one can have back what Satok has cl ained."

Bunny put on the voice she had heard Aunt Mira use with recalcitrant
children and puppies. "Don't be daft. Satok is just a man, a greedy one at
that."

"Everyone says he's the voice of Petaybee."

"Everyone's gone bl oody deaf then," Bunny said. "No one creature is the
voi ce of Petaybee. 1In Kilcoole, anybody who wants to speaks with Petaybee.
This planet is perfectly capable of making itself understood to anyone who
cares to listen."

"Then why does it only speak to us through hin? | hate him but the
only tinme anyone hears fromthe planet, or anything good conmes to McCee's
Pass, is when we go to the summonings in the cave up there."

"The one where we net you and your nother first?" Bunny asked.

"The sane."

"Well, let's go back there then. |1'mon good terns with the planet.
I"'mquite sure it won't refuse to speak to ne. And besides, he m ght have

hi dden the curlies there."

"No, the horses will be up there,"” Krisuk said, gesturing with short



jabs of his fingers,
the ridge."

at his house, on top of the cave, on the neadow above

Di nah whined softly, and D ego stroked her. "You know, Bunny, | think
the horses would follow Dinah, if they're not tied too tightly."

"He'd take your dog as well, or kill her."

"We'| | see," Bunny said. Her chin jutted forward and her fists clenched

as she marched up the road to the cave nouth. The wi nd was |oud tonight,
how i ng along the tree-tops and roofs, rattling doors and w ndows, picking up

anyt hi ng | oose and banging it around. It occurred to Bunny that the planet
was al ready speaking, if people would only listen, and the nessage was | oud
and clear. It was not pleased. Not pleased at all

"Bunka, wait!" Krisuk whispered urgently. He grabbed her armas he

caught up with her.

Di ego was at her other side. "W can't wait any longer. This guy
al ready stole our horses. Wo knows what he'll do next?"

"That's what |'mtrying to tell you. She," Krisuk nodded to
Bunny-"especially shouldn't go."

"Why not ?"

"You didn't neet ny older sister, Luka," he said. H's tone was so angry
and angui shed that it stopped both Bunny and Diego in their tracks. They were
just beyond the I ast house now, about two hundred paces fromthe cave nouth.
"She got sent over to Deadhorse by Satok. But before that, he took her."

"What do you nmean he took her?" Bunny asked. "You mean raped her?"

"No. Not at first, anyway. At first, he was such an inportant man, she
was thrilled that he had chosen her. Wy shouldn't he have? Even though
say it as her brother, she was the prettiest girl in the village, and a snart,
hard worker, too. Wen she was younger, it was thought she m ght be a heal er
i ke Codagh. She was always singing, always talked to everything in the
friendliest fashion. She got kinda funny when she becane a woman though. |
t hi nk maybe peopl e made too nuch of how pretty she was and what a good catch
she woul d make. And the local fellows, well, there weren't nmany in her age
group, and none of themwere quite right. Wen Satok cane, he flattered her
with his attention, not just because she was pretty, but he played on her
shaman powers too, how cl ose she had al ways been to Petaybee. If | didn't
hate himso rmuch, | guess | would have to say he's not bad-looking. He seens
bi gger, than the other fellows here. She was very excited. Thought she had
met her match. M parents thought she would marry him but he just noved her
up there with him not that there was that nuch to nove."

Slowy now, and nore cautiously, they were wal ki ng agai nst the wi nd,
their heads bent together, their hair flying in each others' faces to hear
what Krisuk was so urgently trying to tell them As they reached the cave
mout h and Krisuk thrust aside the bush that guarded it, the wind quieted as if
it had suddenly been extinguished. Bending |low, the three of them stepped
i nsi de.

Chapter 7



"Coaxtl, wake up. | think they've found ne,’
wi spy fur of the cat's left ear.

Coat -dung said into the

Coaxt|l stretched and yawned. Who has found us, youngling?
"The Shepherd Howl ing and the flock. They're comng to take nme back."

Coaxt!l rolled over and sat up on her haunches, front feet propping her
erect as she listened to the | ow voices speaking in words that were not quite
intelligible. After listening for a nonment, the cat |ay back down agai n.

Fear not, child, it is nothing but the voice of hone.

The Shepherd How i ng had spoken of the Great Monster, who seened to be
the sane being the cat called Home, and how the nonster had a voice, though
t he Shepherd al ways described it as a grow or a roar or a gnashing of teeth
or spewing of spittle or something equally nasty. He said the G eat Mnster
had its counter part in all of the tales of Earth, of the under world guarded
by the bones of dead nen and of terrible devouring fires and tortures. Wen
he had her or any of the other menmbers of the flock punished, he reninded them
that if they didn't nmend their ways, the G eat Mnster would do nmuch worse to
t hem when they died still in sin and error, uncorrected by his teachings.

Horri bl e serpents and worns and fl ane-bel chi ng beasts were supposed to
guard the G eat Monster, or be aspects of it. The underworld held all of
t hese bad things, according to the Shepherd. Goat-dung wondered if she woul d
see them So far, she had only nmet Coaxtl.

The cat's unconcern should have lulled her back into exhausted
rel axation from her adventures of the past two days. But she found that the
voi ces, and the possibility of returning to the flock, had frightened her so
much that she couldn't sleep
"Did you ever hear," she asked the cat idly, "what it used to be like on
Earth back in the ol den days, before we were noved for our heinous crines and
sins to this cold place and put at the nmercy of the Great Monster?

Coat -dung awaited the cat's answer with sleepy anticipation, for in
spite of all of the things that she had hated about living in the Val e of
Tears, and as nuch as she had feared the Shepherd How ing, she liked the
stories that he and everyone el se told constantly. They told stories of why
it was good to cook one way and not another. Stories of why a house should be
built in one way and not another. Stories of how horrible it had been in
their homes before they came to the Vale of Tears. Stories of how they had
first net the Shepherd. Although sonme of the stories were frightening and the
pictures they made in her head filled her with revul sion, she nissed the
stories. She m ssed having themtold to her. The stories were a respite from
beati ngs and nade work go faster. A lot of themwere ones |ike those she had
just been renmenbering, about how the Great Mnster devoured people and tw sted
their lives, but sonme were nice, about the olden days on Earth. These were
told nostly to make everybody feel sad for how much they had | ost through
their sins, but CGoat-dung |iked hearing them anyway.

Oh yes, the cat said. M grandamtold ny dam and said the tale was
passed to her by an old, old nale who was passing through on his way to die.
But | don't think such stories are fit for cubs nyself.

"What do you nean?"

The ol den days were bad ones. First all of the things that nake life



good went away. Then for a time everything was sterile and made of not-rea
materials. Trees had | eaves on themthat were not alive and bark on themthat
was not alive, and they did not grow fromthe ground, for it was not alive
either. Underfoot was hard and unyiel ding stuff, and between one and the sky
were barriers. At first, some real air was allowed to pass through them but
later, only light, and sonetines that |ight was not real, either. This was
bad enough while it was clean and free of any tiny living things, but in tine,
the Earth becane filthy, as well as dead. Finally, one of our kind had the
sense to nake certain that she and a mal e of her acquai ntance were included in
the mani fest when creatures were chosen from our |ands.

"What an odd story," Goat-dung said, and added severely, as the wonen
did to her when she told them somet hing they thought to be a lie, "That is not
how t he Shepherd Howling tal ks of old Earth."

The Shepherd How i ng, the cat said, washing her |long sharp claws one by
one, eats his young.

CGoat -dung considered this for a monent. True. Go on. Did the old male
gi ve your ancestress any details at all?"

Yes. | will tell it to you as it was told to her. Coaxtl gave a slight
cough that was half a grow and began.

Long ago, in the tine when our ancestors wore tawny coats, we lived in
t he nmountai ns, not nmountains |like these, all jagged and icy cold, but snooth
mount ai ns with hot and fragrant jungles nost of the way up their ridges. In
that time, the skies were filled with layers of |eaves and fronds in which to
hi de.

"What's a jungl e?" Goat-dung asked.

A place of great heat and many trees, sonetinmes much rain and bright
fl owers.

"Li ke sunmer in the | owl ands?"

No, for this is nuch hotter and |l asts year-round. You would not be able
to stand such heat and neither would I. Mny kinds of animals and plants
exi sted then that no | onger exist, at |least not here. Not yet.

"What do you nean, not yet?"
Qur Home, the cat said, has plans.

"What's the matter, Sean?" Yana asked about the fifth time she caught
Sean | ooki ng back over his shoul der. Nanook had done so twi ce, as well.

"I dunno,” he replied, shrugging his shoul ders and gi ving her a sheepish
grin. They should be safe enough with the Connellys. And we'd better get
moving if we want to sleep warmtonight." H's grin broadened. "Air's cooler
up here than it is down below 1'd forgot that not everywhere would be
enj oyi ng the unseasonable warnth that Kilcoole is."

Once out of the forest and on slopes covered with Iichen like plants and
nosses, they had to disnmount and | ead the ponies over several stretches where
t he narrow pat hway daunted Yana, even habituated to rough going as she had
been prior to her injury at Brenport. The curly-coats seened oblivious to any
danger, though it gave her sone confort to note that their ears w g-wagged
constantly, their tails sonetimes acted |ike propellers, for bal ance, the way



Nanook used his, and they snorted frequently, as if exchanging information

They got over the rocky top and down into forest again by the tinme it
was full dark. The forest was denser than the one around Kilcoole. and the
trees larger, with thicker trunks. The branches dripped constantly fromthe
melting snow, so that it might as well have been raining. Yana was very
tired, so Sean made her tend the little fire he started while he sawto the
horses and then skinned the rabbits Nanook caught. The cat ate his raw, but
with such relish that Yana could barely wait till theirs was cooked. At |ast,
wi th Sean on one side of her and Nanook on the other, she slept warmy and
dream essly. She awakened the next norning to the snmell of coffee under her
nose and the sight of a cup with its handle turned toward her. Sean slipped
back into the bag, grinning at her, and they both suppressed chuckl es at
Nanook's soft snores.

The norning was well advanced when, abruptly, they reached the plateau
that tilted toward the other half to the Fjord. It was as if a giant ax had
neatly bisected the cliff to allow the waters through a narrowi ng cut to the
mai n body of the continent. The split sloped abruptly down, where a river
ended its path to the sea and tunbled in a graceful, mediumsized waterfal
into the end of Harrison's Fjord.

"Who was Harrison?" Yana asked as they made their way down the incline
toward snmoke that rose from unseen chi meys, Nanook boundi ng on ahead.

"Harrison? He was one of grandfather's old buddies. Retired here from
t he Dear knows where," Sean said. "He had a droll sense of hunmor and | oved
early space adventure stories."

n O,]?Il

"The nane of the place," Sean expl ai ned, |ooking over his shoulder as if
Yana should instantly conprehend his reference. Wen she obviously didn't, he
shrugged and continued his briefing. "Folks are mainly Eskirish, fishernen
and boat builders."

"Boat buil ders?" Yana was amazed. They'd left the forested sl opes
behi nd when they'd crossed over the pass from McGee's and the ot her side of
the fjord was just as bare as this one. Builders of anything would have to go
mles for tinber.

"Mre than wood makes good boats,"” he said

"By the way, Sean |ove," Yana began, taking her opportunity while she
had it, "how nmany people know you're a sel ki e?"

"As few as possible.” But he grinned at her. Mny peopl e have seen a
selkie. It can't always have been me, because | know | wasn't anywhere near
there at that particular point in tinme, and so far as | know nobody el se has
nmy-er-versatility. Some Petaybeans have great imaginations."

"I'd noticed."

"I thought you might. W can ride now, and |I'd rather we nade the | ast
| eg of our journey before we |ose the good light."

They nmounted and proceeded at the marvel ously easy pacing gait the
curly-coats did so effortlessly at various speeds. Yana's little mare kept
her nose right against Sean's gelding's tail. The pace was rather breath
t aki ng, but she wasn't as nervous about this as she had been on the narrow



uphi 'l clinb.

Curly-coats could also stop, like right now Only the bunching of the
forehand nuscl es under her |egs gave her warning enough to tighten her hold on
the thick mane. One nonment they'd been flying along, the next, dead stop
Yana measured the I ength of her torso on the mare's neck before she struggled
upright. Then she di smounted when she saw that Sean had ... and was | eadi ng
his pony right over the edge? No, she realized as she caught her breath.
Nanook's head was just visible to the right, and Sean was turning in that
direction, too, and the trio proceeded down.

Sighing at a reluctance to repeat down what she had only recently gone
up, Yana was agreeably surprised to find a broad, rutted grassy road | eadi ng
down in an easy gradient, switching back and forth down the side of the cliff
to the village that was Harrison's Fjord. This trail had to have been
man- made. Nanook, tail tip idly tw tching, padded on ahead of them acting
advance guard as usual
"Harrison," Sean said. "He hated clinbing, had problenms with bal ance.
I don't know who he bribed of the original TerraB group, but he got the road
done and the village settled, the harbor carved the way he wanted it."

"Where did your sister and her husband enter caves, " Yana broke off,
seeing that the rock formation along the road side did not lend itself to
caves.

As Sean pointed toward the waterfall, Yana was surprised to see Nanook
ook in the direction he was pointing and sneeze. "Near that, slightly to the
left on the far side, is where the fjord cave opens.™

Suddenly dogs began to bark and, while Yana made a private bet with
hersel f, several orange cats wandered up to greet them Ilifting thenselves to
their hind |l egs to exchange sniffs, nose to nose. She won. The cats
i medi ately nmoved on to greet the travelers, who had undoubtedly been vouched
for by Nanook.

"\Wherever we go? she asked Sean, who was bending to run a hand down an
orange back. Yana could hear the purr fromwhere she was, seven paces behi nd.
"Not everywhere," Sean said, lightly stressing the first word, "but they
get about." He stroked another one and then fondl ed the ears of a shaggy
bl ack dog, with Iight brown and white face marki ngs, who presented itself for
simlar attentions.

&oing frompurr to full voice, the first cat stropped itself about
Yana's ankles, and she had the oddest feeling that she was wel comed for
hersel f and not just as Sean's conpanion. She bent to scratch the cat under
the chin and heard the vibrations of a renewed purr. Mbre barking dogs cane
trotting up to greet them weaving an adroit and skillful way among the cats.

"Who cones?" called a rasping bass voice.
"Sean Shongili and Yanaba Maddock!" Sean shout ed back

"Sean, is it? And his lady, no less? Thrice wel cone!
Hurry on down! A glass of the warmawaits you!"

There was no way to 'hurry' down, with cats and dogs insisting on
sniffing, receiving caresses, and generally inpeding their progress. Nanook
had | eapt down and di sappeared, a novement that caused Yana to scrutinize the



odd arrangenent of the houses. Each of the twelve or fourteen had been
carefully inserted on an earthen terrace, with the cliff for a back wall, and
the terrace jutting out far enough to provide a small garden or yard conplete
wi th benches. The houses were perched on each side of the road as it ribboned
down to the final broad terrace, which was wharf, as well, and hi gh above the
fjord water. Boats were neatly propped up on racks; nets hung fromracks of
hi gh poles, drying in the last of the sun. At the farthest end of this w de
terrace there was a | arge wooden hall where, Yana supposed, boats could be
built. But the water |ooked an awfully |ong way down to make Harrison's Fjord
a practical fishing port.

"Low tide," Sean said to her when he heard her exclamation of surprise.
"When the tide turns, the water cones up here like a herd of running nopose.
Everything had better be stored high, dry, and safe. Ah, Fingaard, good to
see you!" And suddenly Sean, who was no small man, was engulfed in the
enbrace of one of the largest nmen Yana had seen on this planet.

"And |, you, Shongili!" the man replied, grinning over Sean's shoul der
at Yana. "This is your wonan?" And he swung away, to advance on Yana. She
hel d her ground but had to keep | ooking up and up as the giant approached,
until she was in danger of falling backward.

Suddenly he bent his knees so his face was on her |evel and placed
pi t chf ork-si zed hands on her shoulders with remarkabl e gentl eness. He peered
into her eyes, with as kindly and searching a gaze as C odagh's, and snil ed.
"Ah, yes, of course.”

Wth one novenent, he had taken the reins of the curly-coat from her
and pl aced his huge hand on her back |ike a prop agai nst which she could
safely lean during the rest of the switch back way to the vill age.

By then, others had enmerged fromtheir houses. Every house seened to
have its own set of stairs to reach the roadway, and another, she discovered,
to get down to the next |evel

"W heard you'd be com ng," Fingaard said jovially. "You can tell us
how to hel p Pet aybee!"

"Fi ngaaaaaard, where are your manners, you great oaf?" A wonman, nearly
the size of him clanbered up to the road-way, smiling at Yana before she
continued to berate her husband. "Drink, first, eat, second, and you've al
the night to talk and get the needful done. Don't mind him missus. He neans
well." This was directed at Yana. A hand, not quite as large as Fingaard's,
was shoved at Yana, who gripped it, steeling herself for a viselike crush; but
the fingers only pressed gently and withdrew. "I'm Ardis Sounik, and wife to
Fi ngaard. Wl conme, Yanaba Maddock."

It was no surprise to Yana to see the cats clustering around Ardis's
feet, somehow avoi ding being tranpled on or swept away by the | eather skirts
the wonman wore. They were beautiful ly tooled with remarkabl e patterns, al
inter-linked in a way that | ooked so famliar to Yana that she tried to
renmenber what the design was call ed.

She didn't have much tine for coherent thought after that, because the
rest of the village and there seenmed to be far nore people than twelve,
fourteen, or even forty houses coul d acconmodate confortably, gathered about
them The ponies were |l ed away, while the dogs and cats di sposed thensel ves
in places particular to them under benches, and on | edges. Sean and Yana were
seated on the | ongest bench and given a cup of the "warm to drink



Her first surreptitious sniff told her this was nonal coholic, and not at
all simlar to dodagh's "blurry'. Her first sip filled her mouth with flavor
so skillfully blended that she coul dn't name any one taste, but the overal
ef fect nade for one of the nost satisfying drinks she had ever drunk. She
si pped as Sean did, sipped and savored, and tried to remenber the names of the
folk introduced to her. They were so glad to have visitors, so glad it was
the Shongili himself who had come to tell themhow to help in this energency,
for even here the planet had told themthat their help was needed and t hey
woul d be shown what could be done

Yana cast a sly glance at Sean to see how he was taking that news, but
he nodded as wisely as if he had been well briefed. Probably he had. So she
kept on si ppi ng.

Then there was eating. Trestle tables appeared like magic, and torches
were set around so that even as daylight faded, the hastily prepared banquet
remained well lit. Yana had never seen so many ways to prepare fish, poached
grilled, spread with spicy sauces, deep fried with a coating that was seasoned
to perfection, pickled in a sharp liquid, a chowder wi th potatoes and
vegetables, "the last of dried fromthe year gone out but well kept." And
then sweets, made of fish jelly and flavored by herb's, and a funny thick
paste that dissolved in the nmouth. And nore 'warm drink

Si ngi ng began, and before she had a chance to dread it, Yana was asked
to sing her song of the debacle of Brenport, for one of the boys from
Harrison's Fjord had been there, too. Wether it was all the 'warm or not,
Yana just lifted her head and sang her song, and this time she had no trouble
nmeeting the eyes of the parents of the lad | ost when she had nearly died, too.
This time she knew she eased their hearts, and that eased hers, too. Maybe
there woul d cone a day when the awful nightmare of Brenport would be no nore
than the words of a heart-sung song.

Eventually, torches lit their way to their accommodati on. Yana was so
weary, it took her two attenpts to get one boot off. Sean's chuckle and her
i medi at e supine posture told her that he would take care of her, so she
hel ped as nuch as she could as he undressed her, and shoved her under warnmed
fur robes. The last thing she felt was his arns pulling her against him

She had dreans that night, of wandering am d teeth, down tongues that
were white, through bones that were like rib cages, yet she wasn't afraid in
that dream nerely curious as to what she woul d see next. And throughout the
sequence, which repeated, she kept hearing murmurous voices, |ike singers
distant and unintelligible. Yet she knew that the song was joyful and the
tune uplifting, with the odd descant of what sounded very much like a purr.

As they entered the cavern, Bunny said to Krisuk, "So this is the place
where Sat ok speaks to the planet.”

"No. This is the place where he tells us what the planet says."

"But he doesn't give anyone else a chance to talk to Petaybee?"

"Ch no," Krisuk said bitterly. "He wouldn't do that."

"What | don't understand is why, if your people have been in
conmuni cation with Petaybee all their lives, this guy can suddenly cone and
shut themup," Diego said. "I mean, so maybe he gets his bluff in on the

peopl e 'cause they don't get around rmuch and he's a snooth tal ker, okay, | can
accept that. But how does he shut the planet up?"



Bunny scarcely heard his last words. As she picked her way forward in
echoi ng dar kness, she suddenly felt as if she couldn't draw a breath, as if
somet hing inside her, a presence that she always had with her, was wall ed away
fromher, withering. The sudden terrible |Ioneliness of being wthout that
presence was crushing. She backed away, stumbling toward the sound of Diego's
voi ce.

He was still talking when she reeled against him clutching at his
jacket. "Bunny? Bunny! What's wrong?"
"Dead," she said. "It's dead. Qut, gotta get out!"

Al armed, the boys hel ped her out of the cave. She sat down on the path,
gulping to get air in her lungs. After a dozen deep inhalations of the cold
wi nd she | ooked up at Krisuk.

"How can your people stand to go in there?" she denanded.

"Why? \What's wrong?"

"It's dead, that's what! Sonehow that bastard has killed part of the

pl anet . "

"How coul d he do that?" D ego asked.

"l don't know. "

"I don't much like the place,"” Krisuk said, "and everybody el se is
unconfortable there, too. | hear the songs about the joys of singing with
Pet aybee, and | renmenber when | used to love to come here, and | don't
understand it. | sort of put it down to Satok's charm ng personality.”

Bunny shook her head. "It's nmore than that. |'msurprised you didn't
feel it, too. Diego, did you?"

"Maybe, " he said, frowning thoughtfully. "Wen | was a kid one tine, a
ship hauled a derelict back to our station. They put it in the cargo bay.
wanted to see what it was like and | snuck in. | couldn't get out of there

fast enough. Was that what you felt?"

"I don't know. Maybe." Having escaped the suffocating sensation in the
cave, she was too drained to describe it properly. The wind and icy rain were
oddly conforting.

"I"mgoing back in there," D ego said suddenly. "Krisuk, maybe you
shoul d stay with Bunny."

"No." the boy said. "I'Il go, too. |It's forbidden for any of us to go
in wthout Satok's say-so. Some who have di sobeyed have never been heard from
again. But if there's any kind of proof in there that Satok's not who he says
he is, then my word will carry nore weight than an outsider's. | don't think
my fol ks would give up a second kid to that creep as easy as they let Luka

go."
"WIl you be okay, Bunny?"

Di nah chose that nmonent to press her wet nose against Bunny's ear and
lick it.

"Yeah," Bunny said slowy. "Maybe |I could even go back in now that it



woul dn't take ne so nuch by surprise.”

"I don't think that's such a good idea," Diego said, eyeing Bunny's pale
face and eyes staring wide with shock and grief. "Besides, sonebody should
stand guard. | wi sh we had a light, though

"Ch, there's lanps in there," Krisuk said. "Cone, |I'll show you."

Bunny heard their voices grow fainter as they penetrated farther into
the cave. Her fingers folded D nah's fur and stroked her soft, pointed ears.
Di nah whined and laid her head in Bunny's lap. Bunny felt |ike whining
hersel f.

The little lanp threw the boys' shadows into grotesque skel eton dances

around the snooth walls of the cave room It was a |large room but it stopped
abruptly about forty feet fromthe entrance. "Has it always been this small?"
D ego asked.

"No. There was this accident, oh, a couple of days before Satok cane.
It was the first |atchkay we'd had here since old McConachie died. People
were goin' back into the place like we'd always gone, when all of a sudden
t here was what sounded |ike an expl osion, and showers of rock and dust cane
spewi n' out after us. W all ran, but the first few people, MConachie's
fam ly, his apprentice, they were all killed. | remenber nmy Da and the other
men diggin' for bodies. | was just alittle kid then. | couldn't understand
where ny friend Inny McConachi e had gone. That was old Mac's grandson, a good
mate of mne."

"That's rough," Diego said, feeling along the walls "I lost a friend not
too | ong ago, too."

"The wonan in the song?"
"Yeah. Wit a mnute. Wat's this?"
"What ?"

Diego's fingers dipped into a notch and a panel slid open; reaching out,
hi s hands touched only enpty space.

"How long did it take themto clean up the cave-in?"

"They didn't. Nobody wanted to. When Satok cane, he pretended to be
real synpathetic and went in to | ook for bodies. He brought out a couple of
pi eces of clothing and insisted we all go back into the cave to give a proper
menorial service. | don't know why people went along with it. Guess
everybody was kind of in shock. |It's got to be about the worst thing that
ever happened here."

"Not quite," Diego nmuttered under his breath. "Bring the |light over
here.”

Krisuk did. The funes fromthe mare's-nmilk |anp stank, but the acrid
odor was al nost welcone in the sterility of the cave. As Krisuk raised the
little lanp, it illumnated an area of clean stone floor and clean stone
wal | s.

"There may' ve been a cave-in here," Diego said with a snort, "but
someone worked real hard to tidy it all away."



"It can't bel"™ Krisuk said. "The cave's been bl ocked off for years.
Nobody comes in here except with Satok. Everybody's sort of afraid of the
pl ace."

"That's too bad," Diego munbl ed, the thought comng to himlike a stray
line of poetry. "It should be the other way around."

"What ?"
"Seens |ike the place had nore reason to be afraid of the people, "
"What's that supposed to mean?"

"I dunno. It just popped into nmy head."

"Look, ny people may be mistakenly follow ng a sl eaze bag but | stil
don't like them being insulted by an outsider "

"Ckay, okay. | didn't nean anything by it. Cone on, let's see the
rest."”

"There's nore?" Krisuk held the light up head hi gh, advanced a step
i nside the new opening, and emtted a low whistle. "There sure is.”

Even in the weak light of the lanp they could see that a good-sized
tunnel had been cleared through the cave-in. The floor still was mainly stone
overlain with dust, but the walls and ceiling had an odd white sheen. Krisuk
ran his fingers over it and sniffed. "No snell."

Di ego leaned in closer and dragged his fingernails down the wall,
| eaving not so nuch as a scratch in their wake. "No, there wouldn't be. It's
bonded with Petraseal ."

"What's that?"
"It's what they use in nmines these days to prevent cave-ins. They bond
the rock surfaces to each other with this stuff. It's very strong. Nothing

gets through. | wonder where Satok got it in this quantity."

"You think he did this?"

"Who el se?"

The ot her boy gave a quavering groan. "Ch, no. | can't believe he did
this."

"What ?" Di ego asked, peering in the direction Krisuk was |ooking with a
transfixed stare. Then he saw the outlines of skulls, large and small, and
all sizes and lengths of bones, junbled in with the rock, |ike so nany
fossils.

"Bastard! He could have brought themout for a decent burial!" Krisuk
sai d.

"Looks like they're still half-crushed by the rocks,"

Diego said fairly. "Maybe he couldn't get them out w thout bringing down
anot her cave-in. So he just sealed themup."

"Wthout even a proper song?"



"You did say there was a nenorial service for themin the cave."
"Yes, but ... "

"Look, I"'mnot trying to defend the guy, but the bonding wasn't put on
until they were already skeletons. M guess is that it took hima while to
dig this out and seal it up. Wuld have had to. Conme on, let's see how far
thi s goes.

"I was only a tad, mnd you," Krisuk said, swallow ng convul sively, "but
it seems to me like the cave was really long. The floor sloped down because
it was a hard wal k up when we cane back out. Mimused to have to carry ne. |
al so renenber that the cave used to have little teeth farther on." Krisuk
pointed to the darkness ahead, beyond the reach of the light.

"You mean stal actites and stal agmtes?" Diego asked. "Pointy things
dri pping dowmn fromthe ceiling or sticking up fromthe floor like anthills?"

"Yeah. | never saw an anthill |ike them but you got the idea."

They wal ked back farther, their footsteps at first scuffing on the grit
across the floor, then sounding with a ringing echo as the floor, too, becane
coated with the Petraseal and metal grates had been placed al ong the corridor
For a tine the floor sloped down, as Krisuk had renmenbered, but then another
corridor, of fresh, jagged rock, still sharp through the seal ant, branched off
and tw sted upward.

"That wasn't there before!" Krisuk said and turned into the new
passage.

Diego followed himup for a few feet, enough to see that the Petrasea
covered the floor and fromthe ceiling dangled the roots of trees and bushes,
preserved for all time in death-glossy bones.

D ego shuddered, in spite of hinmself. "This probably |eads to Satok's
place, if he lives above the cave, |ike you said "

"He did all this stuff ?" Krisuk asked. "How could he?"

D ego shrugged. "It's not that hard with the right tools. | just
wonder where he got them Conme on. |['Il bet if we |ook further we'll find
out why he's doing all this."

They didn't find out why, but they did find out what it was he was doing
when they took the descending path into the | ower cavern Krisuk renenbered.

Lower, farther fromthe entrance, everything was not covered with the
stone bonder. But where the stalactites and stal agmites had been were only
round craters, and sonetinmes small tunnels, like the hol es of giant snakes,
burrowed deep into the rock walls.

When she was finally able to retire fromthe el aborate wel com ng di nner
Torkel Fiske had arranged, Marm on asked Faber to arrange transport for her
the next norning to see Kilcoole fromground | evel

"Ask Sally and MIllard to see what they can hear round and about, too,
woul d you, dear Faber?" she added, allow ng herself the |luxury of a yawn she
didn't have to stifle.

"Shall | pull rank if | run into obstruction? Faber asked. He was a



bird colonel, currently detached to her service on a |ong | oan basi s.

"Hmm 1'd rather you saved that for later, if at all possible. Torke
did nention somewhere in the gabble at dinner that we could make use of any
facilities we needed in our investigations. So we wll."

She was up and out at what woul d have been consi dered by many of her
peers an obscenely early hour. She wasn't as surprised to see Wittaker Fiske
as he was to see her emerging fromher apartnment.

"Why, Whit, what on earth are you doing up at this hour?"

He chortled. "The question applies nmore to you than me, Marnme." He
bowed gracefully over her hand with a real skin-touching kiss. "Early
bi rdi ng?"

She smled, and the arrival of Faber driving the antiquated rattletrap
4x4 vehicl e spared her the necessity of replying to the obvious.

"Can we give you a lift?" she asked
"Depends on where you're bound."

"Kilcoole. Didn't see very nuch fromthe air yesterday, and it seens
the best place to start.”

Whit cocked his head at her, laugh lines crinkling at the coners of his
amused eyes.

"It's safe today,"
passenger seat.

he said, handing her up the first high step to the

"Ch, your leg!" Marmon said, starting to get down.
"Don't mind ne." Opening the rear door, he agilely swng hinself into
t he back.

"What'd you nean by 'it's safe today,' Wit, dear?" Marm on asked as
she snapped on her seat belt and Faber pulled the vehicle away.

The ride was going to be bunpy over the mangled plascrete, but |ater she
woul d have exchanged that for the slip and slide of the mud-track to Kil cool e.

"Ah, well, Matt had his boys up before breakfast, scurrying about the
pl ace, accessing all kinds of records and reports so he'd 'have the overal
pi cture and the denographic levels' and stuff like that." Wittaker snorted.
"No chance of your running into himtoday out at Kilcoole."

Marm on smiled. She had hoped to do her research first wthout
stunbling over those physically fit types. As the vehicle hit a particularly
| arge bunp, she clung to the handl e above her head. She could feel Whittaker
taking a firmgrip on the back of her seat.

"Shoul d still be able to use snocles this time of year," Faber said.

"Thaw caught everyone off guard."

"So nmuch so," Wiit said with a chuckle, "that no one cane close to
wi nni ng the Pool ."

"The Pool ?" Marmi on asked, clinging tightly to her handle.



"The betting pool the locals have on when the river breaks up. The thaw
was so early this year it took everyone by surprise. See?" he said, pointing
to the river at their left, where soldiers were working at the water's edge.
"Still retrieving sunk snocles fromtheir watery grave."

From what Marm on could see as they drove by, the soldiers were having
trouble. The tires of the tow truck were slipping on the nuddy bank, unable
to find enough traction to pull the vehicle on the end of its cable out of the
fast-running river.

"Faber," Whit said, leaning forward to point over the driver's shoul der
to the woods, "see that opening? 1'd take that route were | you. Make mnuch
better time. | usually walk."

Bot h Marm on and Faber were happy they'd taken his advice, for the
narrow track gave a nmuch snoother ride than the churned nud by the river.

"Ch, it is pretty here," Marm on said, breathing in the rich danp-earth
snells. "Trees are budding out!" she added in exclamation. "Al npst
overnight it seens.”

"I don't think Petaybee's keeping to schedule this year," \Wittaker
sai d, soundi ng enornmously pleased with hinself. "I'd advise you to do the
same, Marmie. You'll get where you're going faster."

"Then where do you advise | go first, Wit?"

"Where | am" he said, sitting back. "Just keep on this track, Faber
and when you reach the town, hang a right."

Kilcoole, despite its nountains of once snow covered paraphernalia, had
an air of desertion. Marmion remarked on it, nobly refraining fromcomenting
on its appearance.

"Ch, a lot of folks have taken advantage of the thawto visit relatives
and exchange garden plants."

"How wi se. They're ahead of schedule, too!"

"They did get the hint. And don't be misled by all the stuff you see
outside, Marm e. No one throws anything away that m ght be useful." He
pointed to several |ads who were carefully noving machinery parts in the side

yard of one house, obviously |ooking for a particul ar one.

Marmi e caught their running conmentary as the vehicle rolled by: "I
know it was here 'fore the first snow And | knowit was at this end."

"Well, ny father was | ooking for stuff, and he mi ght have just pulled the pile
to pieces |ooking. You know how he is."

"Then try underneath."

Faber braked suddenly as a trio of orange-striped cats junped out in the
m ddl e of the road just ahead of them

"My word, do they often conmmt suicide that way?"

"My fault,"” Whit said sheepishly. "Should a told you to stop at that
house on the left. That's where |I'm working and where you should start."



"But if you' re working there, Whit, |I don't want to intrude ..

"I'"'mworking outside, Marm e," \Wittaker said, opening the door of the
vehicle. The cats enmerged fromunder the ancient 4x4, prrrowing to hiny two
of them propped front paws up on his knees to be petted. The third spoke to
him then turned to wait at the passenger door. "You're invited inside," he
added. "That's good, believe ne."

"I"m always agreeable to invitations," Marm on replied, signaling for

Faber to descend, as well. "What a marvel ous shade of orange," she said
directly to the cat. When it turned, tail tip idly swaying high above its
body, she followed. "Mrandabelle Turvey-Wst would give her eye teeth for a

hair dye that shade, just wouldn't she!" she nurnured under her breath.

The cat shot up the nuddy steps. Marmion, eschew ng Faber's out held
hand, managed to place her booted feet carefully in the drier spots.

The door opened as they reached the porch and one of the | argest, npst
i mpr essi ve-1 ooki ng wonen Marm on had ever seen, with a conplexion to die for
and a snmile that was the nost beautiful thing so far about Kilcoole, stood in
t he openi ng.

"Slainte, Wittaker, Mz Al geneine, Colonel N ke, grand norning for a
ride, is it not? |I'm O odagh Senungatuk. |'mthat pleased to nmeet you. Cone
in. 1've fresh coffee and sone decent baking just out of the oven."

Warnmed by the wel conme, Marm on held out her hand, to have it briefly but
ki ndl y shaken and given back slightly floured. Then Faber was nmet with the
sane cordial treatnment.

"The new shingles got here first light, Wit" C odagh said, "but you' ve
time for a bite and a sup first."

"Hey, that's good," Wit said with nore enthusiasmthan Marmn on
renmenbered himshowing. "I can probably finish the roof today. Maybe |l
just get started, O odagh, and grab a bite later.™

Wth a nod to the other two, he tranped to the edge of the porch and
hopped off. A brief explosive exhal ati on reached the ot hers.

"Leg's not good enough yet to be jarred by leaping as if he was young
again," C odagh said, tsking-tsking as she shooed her bemused guests inside.

Marmion's first shock at the interior dissolved with the scent of spicy
warm bread and her instant realization that this small home, and hone it
definitely was, was actually highly organi zed and astonishingly neat if you
| ooked past what might be cursorily dismissed as 'clutter'. There were,
however, nore cats inside who, one after the other, strolled over to nake
personal eval uati ons of the newconers.

"Did we pass? Marnion asked as C odagh gestured her to the rocking
chair and notioned Faber to a sturdy bench

O odagh del ayed answering until she had served her guests coffee and
freshly baked hot cinnamon rolls, and placed a pitcher of mlk and a huge bow
of sweetener before them Refilling her own cup, she sat across from Marm on,
her el bows on the table, placidly smling.

"I"ve always had a |l ot of cats around," she began



"Al'l of them orange?" Marnion asked. "O are they a singularly unique
Pet aybean breed?"

"You could definitely say that."

"I just did. My, these rolls are delicious," Marmon said, lightly
changi ng topics. "And thank goodness you know how to make proper coffee.
Doesn't she, Faber?"

"Yes, indeed, you do, Mz Senungatuk," Faber said, smling in that
unexpectedly charmi ng fashion that had disarmed nmany fol k nore worldly than
O odagh. C odagh grinned and wi nked at himfor his accurate pronunciation of
her [ast name. That was another trait Marmion adnmired in Faber N ke. "Are
you able to get regular supplies?"

Gl odagh grunted. "Whit got this batch. Said it was a bl eedi ng shane

what SpaceBase did to unprotected coffee beans.” She nodded to a corner of
her crowded workspace. "I grind them myself when | need them and keep them
frozen till | do."

"Wwuldn't that be a bit difficult to do right now?" Marni on asked
delicately.

"Nah. Even the thaw doesn't affect the permafrost cache nuch.™"

"Ah, yes!" Marmion said. "I have read, of course, of the pernmafrost
layer that is so like frozen rock, but | had not appreciated until nowits
practical applications."

"Well, usually we only use it in sumrer,"” C odagh said.

"So then good coffee is as nmuch a treat for you as it is for us,"
Marmi on said and took another grateful sip. The nmilk in the pitcher had been
fresh, too, creamrising to the top. Judging by various-sized |unps, the
sweet ener had al so been hone-ground.

"That it is," Codagh said.

Marmi on felt something press against her lower |eg and dropped one hand
to touch a furry skull, which she obediently scratched.

"Your cats survive the extrenes of Petaybee's tenperatures?”

"Bred for it. A course, they're smart to begin with, and they use their
instincts, too."

"As do nost of you living here on Petaybee, I'd say,"” Marm on remarked,
getting closer to the purpose of her visit.

Cl odagh folded her arms in front of her and said enphatically, "W've
learned to live here. | wouldn't nmuch want to |live anywhere else."

As shrewd a woman as she'd ever encountered, Marm on deci ded
approvi ngly.

"I shouldn't like to see you anywhere el se but here in your honeg,
di spensing superb hospitality to those |ucky enough to find their way here,
M z Senungatuk," Marmion went on. "It's so rare these days to find people
content with what they are and where they are.™



Cl odagh regarded her for one | ong nonent, taking in Marm on's practica
but el egant outfit, as well as her expressive face.

"Not knowi ng who you are or where you bel ong can cause a person a |ot of
problems. This planet's not an easy place to live, but it's what we're al
used to and we manage fine."

Hovering in the air were the unspoken words, when we're left alone to
get on with our lives as we want to live them

"Wul d you have enough coffee left in the pot for ne to have anot her
hal f cup, Mz Senungat uk?" Marm on asked, fingers |aced about her cup so she
woul dn't appear to expect the extra indul gence.

Cl odagh's face lost the tension it had been displaying and suddenly
softened into a snmle. "Please call me Codagh. |'mnore used to it."

"Marmon is what ny friends call nme. Even Marmie's allowed.” And the
very weal thy, very clever Dame Al geneine held her cup out as unassuningly as
any supplicant.

"You, too, Faber N ke? C odagh asked when she had filled Marni on nore
t han hal fway.

"Don't mind if I do ... Codagh."
Cl odagh poured himsonme nore coffee, then passed the rolls around agai n.

"I had hoped to neet nore of the people of Kilcoole, C odagh," Marnion
said, her tone brisker now "I'mhere as | believe Wit will have told you,
to investigate the unusual events which the planet seens to be taking the
bl ame for."

"Planet's not taking any blanme, Marmon," C odagh said with a grin and a
di sm ssive wave of her hand. "Planet's doing what's needful, too. Show ng
folks what it will and will not allow done to it. Same's you wouldn't want a
ot of holes dug in your front yard or pieces of your garden bl own up
Whi ttaker got that nessage |oud and clear, but that son of his didn't. Nor
sone others, but the ones who did understood real well."

"You know the planet did this on its own cogni zance?" Faber asked, his
voi ce gentle, the way he spoke when he didn't want to scare msinformation out
of peopl e.

"I'f you mean did the planet do it without us helping it, yes. Not that
anybody could help a planet if it's got its own mind made up and is perfectly
capabl e of meking that known."

"The problem we face," Faber went on, "is establishing that the planet
is the source of the unusual occurrences."

Gl odagh gave hima nonmentary blank stare. "And what el se could be doing
such amazing things? Do you know how long it takes to nelt a pail of ice over
a fire? Do you think we," her unusually graceful hand circled an area over
the table that signified Kilcoole, "could have caused the nelt so early? O
pushed up a vol cano? O shaken the land as | would crunmbs fromthis table?"
Her tone was not argunmentative; it sounded slightly surprised at such
thick-wi ttedness froman apparently intelligent man. She shook her head.

"No, the planet decided all by itself that there had been too many diggi ngs of



hol es and pl anti ngs of expl osives and such, and it wants those stopped."
"The planet is, in your opinion, sentient?" Mrmon asked.

"The planet is itself, alive, and," O odagh said, turning to Faber wth
m schief in her eyes, "totally cognizant of what it's doing."

Marm on rested her head agai nst her propped armand, with her free hand,
turned the coffee cup around and around by its handl e, absorbing this nessage.
Frankly, she was now far nmore worried for C odagh's sake than the planet's.
The wonman truly believed it, Marmon was half-way to believing it herself-and
Mat t hew Luzon woul d make minceneat of her

"I's there any chance that the planet's intelligence can be proved?
Wt hout scientific doubt?"

"Early spring, vol canoes, and earthquakes aren't proof enough?" C odagh
asked.

"I amnot the only person investigating the unusual occurrences on
Pet aybee, C odagh," Marm on began slowy. "Is there someplace, sonmeone you
could visit, sonewhere inaccessible? For a week or so?"

"What for?" Codagh stared at Marnmion as if she'd |lost her mind, then

rose indignantly half out of her seat. "Wy should | |eave? Wen Kilcoole
needs me the nost it's ever?" She plunmped down again, her jaw set, spreading
her fingers possessively and protectively on the table's surface. "No, nma' am
| stay! | stay here! No one's nmoving me frommy hone!™"

"No, | don't guess that would be easy, d odagh, but inpossible it is
not, | fear." Marmon |eaned across the table to the healer. "If sonehow, |
could ... experience ... the planet nyself "

"Like Whit and the others did in the cave?" C odagh asked, relaxing a
bit nmore but crossing her arnms firmy across her form dabl e bosom

"Yes, something subjective so that | can come down as heavily on your
side as possible."

"Ah!" O odagh said. "So you can stand for us agai nst whats-is-nane,
the one Yana calls the buzzard."

"Hi s nane's Matthew Luzon, C odagh," Wittaker Fiske said with a
not-quite-reproving grin as he appeared in the doorway. He paused to w pe the
clods of nmud off his boots, nopping his sweaty forehead as well, before he
entered. "Do | snell cinnanmon buns? | do." Snaking a cup fromthe nany
hangi ng underneath the wall cabinet, he sat down at the table, angling the
chair so he didn't have his back to Faber. He poured coffee and took two big

bites out of the cinnamon roll fromthe plate C odagh passed him "W're
| ucky you decided to come, Marmie. You' ve got nore common sense in one strand
of your hair than Luzon has in that egg head of his, But, " and Wit

enphasi zed that with a pound of his fist on the table.

Marmi on noted the crumbs junping on the surface. How would a planet do
such a thing on a larger scale? Shift tectonic plates? but those shifts were

m nute and occurred under specific conditions ... She turned her attention
back to Wit.
"But ... the one we have to contend with is Matthew Luzon, and you know

what he's |ike. He's never been one to let the truth, even if his nose is



rubbed in it, stand in the way of his preconceived notions. |If you hadn't
cone, Marme, |'d ve, no, by God, | wouldn't have left Petaybee." The fist
cane down agai n.

"I'f, however, Whit, we, Faber and I, plus Sally and MIlard can be
convinced, we are a united force on your side."

Whit inhal ed deeply, obviously mulling over the argunents for and
against. "They'd say you'd flipped, Marnmie."

"Ha! |'ve too nmany PIHP, that stands for persons in high places,
O odagh, for even Matthew to succeed. But it is He who has to be convinced."

"Convincing that man will take considerable effort, time, and probably a
mracle, although we've had the next best thing to one, and that doesn't seem
to have inpressed himeither." Wit paused, his shoulders slunmping in
nmonentary defeat. He saw O odagh's eyes on him and straightened up, his
attitude once nore decisive. "W'I|Il just have to outwit him"

"Or," Faber put in, turning to dodagh, "let the planet do it?"

She pulled at her lower lip. "A man doesn't hear what he doesn't want
to hear. Your son's like that, too, Wit, sorry as | amto say it to your
face. "

"I"'msorry, as well, C odagh, but for your sake, not nine."

"Matthew s not begun his investigations,” Marnm on said, breaking off
pi eces of another cinnamon bun and chewing to aid her thoughts, "so we've a
little time in hand. He loves to have plenty of hard copy to support his
clains even before he makes them He's got all those physically fit young nen

runni ng about SpaceBase. | wonder ... " She turned to Faber. "I wonder if
they'd be the place to start. And as soon as possible. W'I|l |eave Braddock
Makemtill last. | thought at first | might win himover, but since then |'ve
noticed that he apparently rather relishes Matthew s brand of managenent,
instead of resenting it as one would expect. |Indeed, of all of the mnions,
he appears to be the nost in accord with Matthew and the | east open-m nded.
Doi ng the others first will slow Matthew down to a crawl." She began to snile
at everyone around the table as she popped the last of her roll into her mouth
and happily chewed it down. "Well, let's get started. C odagh?"

Chapter 8

D nah heard the noi se before Bunny, footsteps comng down fromthe hil
above. The dog strained forward, |istening, doing the whine-yip, whine-yip
t hat preceded her full-throated 'woo-wooing' cry.

Bunny, still feeling queasy from her experience in the cave, held on to
a handful of brush to pull herself to her feet. She heard Dinah scrabbling up
the path, icy rock slipping under her paws.

"What is it, girl?" Bunny began, turning toward the sound of the dog.
But about then, Dinah yipped and fell silent.

"Di nah?" Bunny whi spered into the dense shadows, reaching for the
conforting warnmth of the dog's coarse thick fur "D nah?"

Her out stretched hand was suddenly clasped in a vise and Sat ok stepped



out of the shadows.

"Slainte, pretty Shongili snocle driver. How sweet of you to come and
nmeet ne. \Were's your boyfriend?"

"\What have you done to Di nah?" she hollered at him "Let go of ny

hand. "

I nstead, he captured the other one. "The dog? | knocked her fraggin'
skull shut. She should know better than to bark at the shanachie. The other
dogs | earned. Go ahead, scream |I'mwaiting for your boyfriend to come to
the rescue, and then | can send himto keep his dog conpany." Bunny did

scream and kicked, and hollered, but the whole time he dragged her up the
path to his house, no lanps lit in the darkness of the village below, no faces
peered out wi ndows or doors to see what the commoti on was about. Not at the
Connel lys', nor anywhere el se.

As he dragged her away, her hand brushed agai nst Dinah's still warm fur
sticky with what could only be the faithful dog' s bl ood.

But the boys must have heard her. They nust have.

Once, she thought she saw the shine of coppery eyes fromone of the
surroundi ng rocks, but otherwi se, there was no witness to her abduction at
all.

When they were well above the village and beyond the cave nouth and no
hel p appeared, she decided to save her strength for later, and all owed herself
to be led with only token resistance to the man's house.

Several outbuildings dotted the rocky nountai n neadow where the sturdy
stone house stood. It was the finest Bunny had ever seen, without a bit of
scavenged material in its makeup. Thick stone walls, a roof of sonme sturdy
mat eri al Bunny recognized fromher trips to SpaceBase as sinmilar to the stuff
on the barracks buildings, and real wi ndows of thick plasglas, heavily draped.

A high corral fence contained nmany curlies, anong them Di ego's C sco and
Bunny's Darby. A team of dogs, snarling and snapping and for all their red
fur as unlike the gentle and intelligent foxhounds of Kilcoole as they were
unli ke caribou, were tied in the open, a short distance fromthe house. She
could snell the filth of their |eavings even through the icy w nd.

Satok misinterpreted her |ack of struggle and perusal of his hol dings.

"Ah, so you're inpressed, eh? Well, girl, all this confort and | uxury
can be at your disposal if you' re nice and do as you're told. Cone in now,
while the night is still young."

She tried to struggle again, but he was very nuch stronger and she was
in the wong position. She knew that once he got her indoors, her chances of
escape and her danger from himwere nuch greater, but she al so thought that
per haps the secret of his hold over these people who wouldn't cone help a girl
when she was screami ng bl oody nurder was inside this fine house.

She was surprised at herself, at how anal ytical and cal cul ati ng she was
bei ng. Her anger at what he had done to Dinah, to the planet, and to these
peopl e had turned to cold cal mess, as cold as the profound |oneliness she had
felt in the cave. It was even lonelier here, with a man who had to be crazy
to even attenpt to do this to the planet. Bunny knew that she needed to keep
her wits about her, if she was going to | earn what she needed to and keep him



fromkilling Diego and Krisuk as ruthlessly as he had nmurdered Di nah

He haul ed her indoors. She didn't give up all show of reluctance,
feeling that that would alert him and indeed, she had troubl e suppressing the
pani c she felt at being alone with himin his house.

The first thing she thought was it was no wonder he wanted a wonan
there. The place was a nmess. The second thought she had was that it was an
i nteresting mess. She hadn't known there was this nuch technical gear on
Pet aybee outsi de of SpaceBase and, maybe, Sean's | ab

Two conputers and a vast array of hand tools scal es, and rock sanpl es
were interspersed with bones, a couple of small skulls, feathers, and
desiccated bits of animals. She noted that there was a w de choice of objects
t hat woul d make good weapons.

The tools were spread across several mekeshift tables, but there was no
proper eating table, and no chairs, though there were cooking facilities,
greasy and covered with dirty utensils, and a large mattress spread on the
fl oor.

Once inside, Satok rel eased her and she edged as far away fromthat
mattress as possible, though she'd had enough run-ins wth her pubescent
cousins to know that a nattress was not strictly required for her to be in
deep dog shit.

Bef ore he coul d say anything, she decided howto act in the sane
del i berate way she deci ded what to do when she was stranded on her snocle, or
she and her dogs were attacked by a npbose. She wouldn't provoke himunti
necessary. |In fact, if he thought she was stupid just because she was a girl,
she was prepared to et himgo on thinking that for a while.

"Ww "  she said, with a nervous giggle she hoped didn't sound too
forced. "Wat a place!"
"What's the matter, little Dama Shongili? Not good enough for you?" he

sneered, setting his staff by the door and shedding a couple of |ayers of
cl ot hi ng.

"No, it's great," she said, ignoring the fact that he wasn't calling her
by her own nane. She wasn't sure she wanted her name in his filthy nouth,
much | ess any of the rest of her. "I've never been anywhere except SpaceBase
where they had two conmputers. Are they both yours?"

"Yeah," he said.

"CGosh, where'd you get thenf"

"They were part of ny retirenent benefits,"” he said and started for her
but she danced away and pi cked up anot her piece of equipnent. It was fairly
heavy and rmade of steel

"What's this?" she asked.

"Come off it. You're not interested in that stuff. | got something to
show you over here," he said, and grabbed his crotch

She pretended not to notice while she was exam ni ng the heavy object
nore closely. | amtoo interested in this stuff. | take mning expeditions
out all the time and they always have the nost interesting stuff. Usually



t hey di sappear before | get to see it work, though."

"Don't worry, baby, |I'mnot about to disappear. | know this planet's
ways, and |'mway too smart to fall intoits traps."

He started wal king toward her and she put one of the many work benches,
little nore than two saw horses and a flat piece of junk, between her and the
sel f - procl ai ned shanachi e.

"How do you do that, really?" she asked. casually, though the very
t hought of what he could have possibly done to the cave made her furious. But

not afraid. She couldn't afford to be afraid. "You re not from around here,
are you?"

"I was born on this planet, if that's what you nean," he said. "l know
about the caves. | also know that's the easiest access to the goodies

Intergal and ot her conpanies are ready to pay big dinero for."

"Looks |ike you know all about how to get those goodi es too, huh?" Bunny
asked with her inpression of girlish enthusiasm an imtation of her boy-crazy
cousin Nuala. The technique featured opening her eyes very wi de and | ooking a
little like a rabbit that'd been suddenly blinded by the Iights of an oncom ng

snocle. "How d you learn to do something like that if you' re from Petaybee?"
"I'n the conpany corps, how el se?" he said. | did the standard hitch
until | got in trouble. Lucky for me | managed to find nore lucrative

enpl oynment before ny court-martial.”
"Here, you nean?"

"No, this cane later, when | was ready to settle down with a good
wonan. "

Bunny made sonethi ng that she hoped could be construed as a cooing
noi se. She thought it was very strange that he hadn't found this at odds with
her struggle on the way up here, but she did know that where girls were
concerned, some fellows didn't consider that [ogic or even thinking entered
into their behavior. He probably thought she had been protesting out of form
but now that she was here she was as overwhelned by all this stuff and his
manly charns as she pretended to be.

She gave him Nual a' s one-shoul dered shrug and asked hesitantly, "Well
yeah, but where then?"

"Intergal's not the only one who can do business, baby. | joined up
wi th an independent firm engaged in the inport-export business. Ever heard of
Oni di Louchard?"

Bunny shrugged again. As long as she could keep himtal king, maybe he'd
say sonething useful. The conversation al so gave her a chance to tuck
somet hing as pointed as an ice pick into the back of the band of her pants.

"Maybe," she said in a sem-interested tone of voice to keep him
talking. "I think maybe some of the soldiers nentioned that nane, not a
busi nessman though ... "

He | aughed, showing a ot of his yellowed teeth, kept strong and even by
conpany dentistry, no doubt.

"Ah, but that's where you're wong, baby. Onidi knows supply and demand



|li ke no woman in the world."

He seened to be drifting off into a reverie of his own. Bunny noticed
that, oddly enough, there was a rug spread across a small area of the unswept
desol ati on of the house's fl oor

"Ah!" Bunny said. "Yeah, | renenber now. She's sort of a pirate,
isn'"t she ... a black marketeer? Didn't they say she'd supplied the gas and
the arns to the rebels at Brenport?"

He seened pl eased at the recognition. "That's her, okay."

"Ww, you worked with her? That nust have been so exciting. |'ve never
been off this planet-nyself," she said, managing to sound regretful

"Ch, that can be arranged, baby. |I1'll teach you a few things. Then
know | ot sa people who'd be glad to show a cute little thing like you around."

"What's it like, out there?" she asked wistfully.

She thought she could hear sounds beneath the floor, fortunately nmuffled
and indistinct, for Satok didn't seemto hear them

He picked up a bottle; not Petaybean blurry |ike C odagh nade, but
of f-pl anet stuff that Bunny could snell clear across the room He |ocked the
front door fromthe inside, sonething she had never seen anyone do before
except herself when she'd had to barricade herself agai nst her cousins. He
settled down on the mattress alone with the bottle.

"You woul dn't appreciate nmost of it," he said with a lewd grin, then
shrugged and gave her a hideous wink. "O who knows, by the time |I'mfinished
with you, maybe you will."

Bunny suppressed a shudder and continued to inspect his tools and
conput er screen while he told her about whore-houses on planets in severa
di fferent gal axies, not excluding the inpressive tricks he'd seen performed by
humanoi d alien exotic entertainers with a wide variety of sex organs and
practices.

The subject made her a little queasy, especially the lip-licking relish
with which he related it and the way he kept eyeing her as if she were already
undressed. She realized he was in no hurry at all. |In fact, he seened to be
relating these stories with the expectation that she m ght want to try some of
the things he was tal king about. They did give her a good excuse to make
| oud, shocked excl amations, which covered up the noises com ng from beneath
the rug. Still trying to appear fascinated, she worked her way backward while
he swi gged fromhis bottle until she shoved a corner of the rug back with her
foot. A rectangul ar trapdoor was conceal ed beneath it.

Maybe the lout would drink hinself to sleep

No such luck though. Having exhausted the topic, he kept patting the
mattress, then hoisted hinmself up, his expression grow ng ugly again.

"So," Bunny said quickly. "What made you decide to give up something as
gl anorous as shipping with Onidi Louchard to cone back to Petaybee?"

He was | ess steady on his feet now than he had been and his next words
were slurred. "Wien ny shipmates found out | was from Petaybee, they told ne
what idiots we all were to be sitting on the biggest cache of raw ores in the



known universe and pretending it wasn't there. | told 'emthe conpany kept us
al |l barefoot and pregnant, so to speak, which is what | heard all the tinme |
was growi ng up here. Then | realized |I'd bought into the whol e Petaybee trip
ever since | was a kid. How the planet doesn't want us to take this and the
pl anet doesn't want us to take that." Hi s voice slipped into a nocking whine.
"So | thought, screw the planet. The company's going to do it sooner or

| ater, so how about me? | knew how the planet and the people get around the
conpany, and how the conpany coul d get around the planet and the people if it
had the balls to come down and take what it wants, so | 'borrowed a little
conpany technol ogy, showed up in one village or another on foot, parking ny
shuttle out on the tundra, |ooking wise and finding out who m ght be in need
of a shaman. MGee's Pass had cone in for a few of the planet's |ess benign
tricks and they had no shaman. | did a little recon, set up nmy base, and
arranged for a disaster in the |ocal comuning place."

Bunny strove to keep her voice steady and sound shocked instead of
simply furious as she asked, "Wwhy? Wy did you do that?"

"Because, the first time | saw the way raw ore | ooks before it conmes out
of the ground, | realized 1'd seen it back when | was a kid and the planet was
scaring the shit out of me for not being real interested in all the little
mnd tricks it plays on people around here. Don't you get it? There's a good
reason your so-called elders feed you all this bunk about the conmmuni ng pl aces
t hat makes you scared to go in there without them"

Bunny t hought he must have had a nmuch different elder than d odagh to
thi nk that anyone was barred fromtal king to Petaybee any tine they felt |ike
it, but npst tinmes people just got by on what was offered on the surface unti
it was time for everybody to go visiting.

"The conmuni ng places are also the entry way to the planet's goodi es.
Frag it, girl, you don't even have to dig very deep or blast your own tunne
in the surface. Oe's right there staring at you every tine you go talk to
the rocks."

"Real | y?" she asked. But she was running out of things she wanted to
know and trying to think of what to ask next to keep himtalking. "Well, I've
got anot her question. Wy take me? Aren't there local girls ... "

"That's just the problem They're local. You're froma powerful famly
in Kilcoole, and they think you're special because you drive a snocle. Your
famly and friends in Kilcoole shoot their nouths off a | ot about how m nes
are so evil for the planet. Maybe if they know m ning the planet is in your

best interests, they'Il be alittle quieter. Really," he said. "It's been
real nice chatting with you, baby, but now that we know each other better,
want to get to know you real well. So are you going to come over here to ne,

or are you going to tenpt ne to get a little rough? Both ways are fine with
ne. "

Bunny backed away from him and he rose and | unged across the table
she'd been using as a shield.

She dodged and ran, but was as trapped as she'd ever been. She knew she
couldn't elude his grasp forever, and even though she had the weapon, he was
bi gger and stronger than she and not nuch out of shape either. She knew she
had no chance against himin a fight, but she could keep out of his way as
| ong as possible. She junped back to where the trapdoor was and risked
sl owi ng I ong enough to pull at the ring. She pulled the door partially open
hopi ng agai nst hope that she could slide down into it before he caught her



The door was heavier than she thought, and he was quicker. He grabbed
her hair and jerked her across the open door, as she screaned and beat at him
wi th one hand while reaching for the ice pick with her other.

The pl anet had not been Petrasealed to death in the | ower cavern, but it
had been gouged and bl asted. There was a pool there, too, foul from chenicals
and dense with residue fromthe danage that had been done.

Di ego touched the scars and felt as if he were seeing the weck his
father had been all over again, he was so full of sadness and pain.

Krisuk, who had grown up with this particular place, but grown gradually
accustoned to its death through Satok's machi nati ons over the years, touched
the bl asted areas once and reel ed back as if he'd been punched.

Bot h boys stood at the juncture to the corridor, shaking.
"How coul d you l et himdo that?" Diego accused.

"We didn't know he was doing anything in here!" Krisuk said. "W
thought it was all buried, like he said. You forget there's a wall between
this and the outer cave, and a lot of tunnel between. There's got to be. W
feel the nountain shake sonmetines, but it's not like you hear anything."

The truth of the last statement was sharply illustrated for the boys as
they stepped fromthe Petraseal ed i nner cave into the neeting room and through
t he bush, out into the cold w nd whi ppi ng down the pass. The rock Bunny had
been sitting on was enpty.

"Bunny?" Diego asked. "D nah?"
A whi nper rode down the wind fromthe path above them

Di ego scranbled up the path, alnost tripping over Dinah's prostrate
form He began feeling the dog all over, which was difficult because there
was a lot of blood. She was terribly still when he first began, but her
respiration's picked up a bit as he handl ed her

Then he called for Bunny and called again, but he didn't see her.
Meanwhi | e, Krisuk ran back down the hill to his own house and flung the door
open.

Di ego picked Dinah up in his arms and stunbl ed down the hill after him
Krisuk had a lanp lit. The family was not in bed but hunched together around
the table, staring guiltily toward the door

Di ego entered the house and carried Dinah's body to the table. He knew
fromthe expressions of the Connellys that they knew exactly what had happened
to the horses, the dog, and Bunny.

"What kind of people are you anyway?"

"Don't ask them anything,"’
You can bet on it. He took her."

Krisuk said disgustedly. "She's at Satok's.

"Then I'mgoing to get her," Diego said.

"You can't!" lva said. "He can kill you, kill us all, he might turn
t he pl anet against us again, make it swallow us up. He's too powerful for any
of us to fight."



"He sure is if you just sit there," Diego said. "And the planet has no
reason at all to like him |If you | ooked a few yards beyond the ends of your
noses, you'd know that."

"You're not going al one," Krisuk said.

"No?"

"No. Come on, Da, Mdther. You kids," Krisuk added addressing his

younger brothers and sisters. "You go wake the neighbors. Bring themto the
nmeeting cave." His siblings |ooked up at himas if they'd been stunned,
unnoving till his five-year-old sister, Marie, junped to her feet.

“1'"11 go!"

"Me, too," one of the younger brothers said

Di ego had stripped one of the quilts fromthe beds to cover Dinah, while
one of the older sisters began cleaning the dog's wound.

Seeing that the dog was in good hands, Di ego grabbed a knife fromits
hook above the stove and ran out the door again and up the path.

"Wait!" Krisuk said. "D ego, not that way. You'll be too good a
target."

"I"'mnot going to just let himhave her because you're all scared of
him" D ego shouted back, never shortening his stride though the wi nd battered
him He didn't hear what Krisuk said in response.

D ego was about to pass the cave entrance when Krisuk caught up with him
and pul |l ed hi m back.

"Look, you can't just go confront him" he hollered above the w nd.
"But renenber the upper passage? |'ll bet it leads up to his house."

D ego paused for a nonment. He had read a | ot of hard-copy books, and
many of his favorites had secret passages and tunnels in them sonething he
had previously related only to the ventilation systenms in ships and space
stations. "Maybe so," he said. "But if it doesn't, we lose a lot of tine.
W don't know how much we've | ost already.”

Krisuk said, "According to Da, they heard Bunny holl ering about an hour
ago. Look, | can get themto follow me into the cave. | want to show t hem
what Satok's done. But they're too scared to go to his house. |It's a strong
house and he's arned."

D ego shook his armloose. "If you want to go that way, then you go
that way. |'mgoing straight to the house. |1'mnot going to risk Bunny's
life again because your folks don't want me to stand up to Satok."

"Ckay then, I'lIl try the cave and if it doesn't work out, 1'll come up
and hel p you, so take it easy, okay? Unless you see he's actually, well,
unl ess she really needs you right then, don't junp in until | get there "

Di ego was already striding forward. "I1'll handle it," he said, and
began to clinb up the hill |eading to Satok's.

The house was visible fromthe top of the path, a stone building about a



half a mle away set back in a meadow. The wi ndows were lit, and as Di ego
approached, a banshee chorus of howl s heral ded his arrival

Sat ok pinned Bunny to the mattress and snatched at the band of her
trousers. She tried to kick him but he'd pinned one of her knees down wth
one of his own. Her right arm stuck between her back and the mattress,
groped for her weapon, which was digging into her hip.

Al'l of a sudden the dogs began to how . Satok swore and rose, grabbing
a weapon as he turned toward the door. Al nbst as an afterthought, he turned
on Bunny. As he struck her open handed across the face, her teeth bit into
her cheeks with an expl osi on of pain.

"Don't nove," he said, waggling his finger with nock playful ness.

O course, she did nove the nonent he threw the bolt on the door. It
was hopel ess to dart past himinto the night, and the trap door was too far
away, but at |east she was able to pull out her ice pick

"Shut up, you lazy pack of mutts, or you don't eat for another week!"
he bell owed out the door. The howing quieted to a whine. He took a long
| ook around, then turned back to Bunny.

Fresh out of nore subtle tricks, she junmped up and ran back to the trap
door. She was smart enough not to show her weapon.

"Don't you touch ne again, mster,"
her cut lip.

she said, lisping a little through

The dogs began howling again, but this tinme Satok refused to be
diverted. He reached Bunny in two seconds flat, and Bunny, backing up, found
she was against a wall with nowhere to run, not a good position for any ani mal
to be in. Further nore, Satok was standing on the trap door as he closed in
on her, his hands going for her throat.

The front door slamred open, flooding the roomw th strong icy w nd.

Bunny punched upward with her ice pick and felt the pointed tip sink
into neat. Satok's grip on her |oosened, but he had tw sted away fromher to
face the front door and her weapon didn't make the |ethal strike she intended.
She was trying to | oosen her neck fromhis armand her weapon from his wound
when anot her body crashed into them alnost strangling her as the inpact drove
Sat ok' s arm agai nst her wi ndpi pe.

As Satok whirled to nmeet the new attacker, Bunny dove out of the way,
searchi ng for another weapon.

Di ego was riding the big man's back, punching at himwi th a dagger, but
Sat ok reached back and wested the dagger fromthe boy's hand as if he were
taking a rattle froma baby. Bunny groaned. Diego was good w th books and
conputers, he wasn't a fighter

She picked up a wench and danced around the two of them trying to get
inalick here and there but she was afraid of hitting Diego.

Sat ok | ooked annoyed, but hardly worried. Still standing on the trap
door, he reached back and grabbed Diego's head in both hands and started
pul I'ing hi mover his shoul der

Bunny dropped to her knees, threw herself forward, and whacked the big



man hard with the wench, first on the knees, then the shins. He whirled
around, still holding Diego's head in a vise, and she sl amed the wrench

agai nst the backs of his knees. He fell to the ground with a crash that swept
Di ego's | egs against the conputer table and toppled the machine to the floor

But when he and Diego fell forward, they cleared the trap door, and the
poundi ng under the door that had been obscured by the sounds of the fight
became clear. Bunny crawled to the door and pulled up the ring. Through the
wi deni ng crack, Krisuk's arns and head appeared, and with a shove he pushed
t he door back across Satok's cal ves.

Sat ok was slamming Diego's head agai nst the floor

Gai ning confidence at the sight of Krisuk clinbing out of the hole,
followed closely by his father, Bunny dove toward Satok's head and brought her
wrench down over it. Again, the man twisted at a crucial point, and Bunny's
wrench only tore | oose the back of his ear just as a third person energed from
the secret passage.

Sat ok grabbed the injured ear, staggered to his feet, and ran, Krisuk
and the others after him

Bunny knelt beside Diego. "Are you okay?" she asked.

He blinked at her tw ce, rubbed the back of his head, and said ruefully,
"I cane to your rescue."

She ki ssed him bloody nose and all. "You sure did. Are you hurt bad?"

H s hand cane away bl oody "Not bad. | think. M dad always said ny
skul | was the hardest part of ne."

Iva was kneeling beside themnow. "Cone on and I'll bandage that for
you." she said. "W've seen what Satok did to the planet. Some tal k he had!
The others will catch himand he'll tell his lies no nore.”

"No," Diego said. "W've got to get to Sean and Yana and tell them what
Sat ok' s done."

"How di d you know he was a pirate?" Bunny said.

"If we go back through the cave, you'll, D ego stopped and stared at

her. "What do you nean, pirate? As in pirate pirate?"
"He's one of Onidi Louchard's shipmates,” Bunny said. "I think he's
still working with themto | oot Petaybee."

"Frag! W gotta warn the others!™

"Shh," Iva Connelly said. "You' re not going anyplace till | bandage
your wounds. You, too, young |ady."

Di ego and Bunny insisted on | eading the curlies back down to the
village. Meanwhile Krisuk and some of the others returned, enpty-handed.

"Sat ok got away. Kev Nyukchuk and his sons are trying to trace Satok by
the tracks and blood in the dark," Krisuk told them

"Where's your father?" Iva asked.



"He stayed to feed the dogs. You renenber Satok taking Tarka's pups?"
"Yes."

"They're hal f-starved and nean now, but Da recogni zed them and he's
going to try to tame them again. The curlies were in bad shape, too, and we
found nore cat skulls ... "

The next norning at first light, Bunny and Diego, carrying a carefully
bandaged and bundl ed Di nah, were back out on the trail away fromthe river,
t he Pet aybean wi nd at their backs, pushing themtoward the Fjord.

Matt hew Luzon was as anused as he was capabl e of being that Marm on
Al genei ne t hought she was controlling himby contradicting his theories,
cultivating the enem es of the conmpany, and trying to seduce his staff away
fromhim O course, she was incapable of understanding a man |ike him She
was not hing but an over aged debutante whose inherited greed made her good at
acquiring nore wealth. She couldn't begin to understand someone |ike him
someone notivated not by noney or personal aggrandi zement, but by a strong,
totally altruistic commtnent to truth and the scientific process.

O hers | aughed when he called hinmself a scientist, but Mtthew was
devoted to science in a way that few were. A literal-mnded nan, he was
nevert hel ess fascinated by the lies people were fond of telling thensel ves
about the universe in which they lived, despite all of the evidence pointing
to the fact that the average human bei ng was powered by el ectro-chenica
i mpul ses in the sane way that conputers were powered by el ectronic ones, and
the universe itself was a | arge, narvel ous acci dent.

Most of the scientists and troops within the conmpany believed as Matthew
did, but few had his zeal not only for believing the truth, but for exposing
the Iies and sel f-deceptions that weakened the sentient mnd, every inhabited
sector of the universe, and the conpany, as well

There was a sort of brain fever that people contracted once they |eft
civilization. Matthew had seen it again and again, not just anong the
i nhabitants of colonial outposts like this, but also on space stations and
ships too long away fromport. People encountered a few nysteries that had
not yet been properly investigated, and they suddenly deci ded that even the
t hi ngs they understood had sonme sort of strange causation. They started
believing in nyths, anthroponorphized machi nery, and nonsentient |ife-fornms;
they talked to plants and animals. Ridiculous, but there it was. Matthew
consi dered hinmself to be sonething of a deprogrammer/reforner/reformationist.

Usual |y, he had found, there was a ringleader, or maybe nore accurately,
an opi nion maker, generally someone suffering fromthe borderline
schi zophreni a that passed for 'creativity'. These people had to be stabilized
and adjusted, or elimnated. Elimnation was not the preferred option, sinply
because one such person would invariably be replaced by anot her | eader
whereas if one used the power they had already built up anpbng their fell ows
for one's own purposes, results were much quicker

As an ant hropol ogi st, he had made a particul ar study of the sort of
bel i efs people were apt to indulge in, and fromwhat he'd heard of Petaybee,
their mass illusion was not an especially unusual one.

They thought their planet was sentient. Quite likely all these
seem ngly remarkabl e i ncidents of meteorol ogi cal and geol ogi cal shifting were
nmerely coincidental, possibly a delayed reaction to the TerraB process, and he
faulted Whittaker Fiske for not remarking on that probability. Certainly



t hese natural occurrences should not be attributed to some gigantic powers or
some sort of immense alien life-form dabbling in so-called adaptive changes.

He was no fool. He had studied the autopsies and all of the Kilcoole
group's other 'evidence'. He was nore inclined to think that the clainms were
nore in the nature of a local belief than a planet w de one. The 'adaptive
changes', which bordered on extremes, were no doubt nutations from sone | atent
toxi ns contained by this world which had previously gone undetected. They
woul d, of course, need to be elinmnated, or the inhabitants renoved, which
woul d suit Intergal's purposes quite well.

But the comm ssion wouldn't do so on his unsupported opinion. His
wi sest course was to find other opinion | eaders who held beliefs different
fromthose of the people in Kilcoole, to denonstrate to the conm ssion that
| ocal superstition on the fact of one group should not be allowed to be taken
as a planet wide condition

To that end, he ordered a helicopter for his own use while Marm on was
out and busy charming the locals. He was told that a pilot named G eene could
be made available to him

"Destination, sir?"

"I wish to travel to the settlenents on the southern hem sphere,™
Matt hew said. "I will need transport and acconmodati ons for nyself and three
assi stants. "
"I"'msorry, sir," the woman said with an apol ogetic wince. The only
craft now avail able has roomfor the pilot and two other people. That's all."

"Then make another craft available. Do you think ny work is so trivia
it can be perforned unai ded?"

"You said that, sir, not ne."
"What is your name?" Matthew sputtered.

"Rhys-Hall, sir. Captain Neva M Rhys-Hall, conmunications officer. No
of fense intended, sir. |If it's the pilot's name you're wanting, sir, it's
John Greene. He's scheduled for Harrison's Fjord anyway at 1220 hours, can
refuel there and take you southward. |If you can be ready and at the field by
then, you'll save tine and be there before dark."

"And accommodati ons?"

"You're on your own there, sir. Up till recently, the conpany never
considered this planet worth two depots and command centers. |1'd take a
sl eeping bag and a survival tent, if | were you."

"Thank you for the advice, Captain. | will not forget it."
i npertinent bitch, he told hinself.

O you, you

One assistant, then? The decision was not difficult to nake. Braddock
Makem a man who t hought much as Matthew hinself did, was the nost trusted and
resourceful of his assistants. He found Braddock in his spartan quarters,
studying the various reports, and told himwhat was required of him in
perfect confidence that the gear and Braddock woul d be ready at the appointed
tine.



Chapter 9

When Marmon arrived at the buil di ng-which was painted a really awful
mur ky dark green, where Matthew Luzon had set up his office, she found only
his five minions, all industriously tapping out commands while their screens
showed curves and graphs and columms of figures. She didn't approve of
statistics of any kind. They only proved what the statistician wi shed them
to. Credit reports and prospectuses were, of course, in an entirely different
cat egory.

They had the good manners to stand when she entered the room so she
smled at them while she nade a show of peering about.

"l don't see Dr. Luzon, and | did so wish to have a word with him" she
said, beaming at the nearest of the lot. "You are ... " She struggled to
renmenber Sally's tips on how to distinguish themone fromanother. "lvan,
aren't you?"

"Yes'm "

"And where is Dr. Luzon?" Marmion noted the absence of one, Braddock
Makem and began to realize she m ght have underesti mated Matthew s devi ous
zealotry. How enbarrassing. "Has he gone off into the wilds on adventure and
left you here, slogging away at the tedi ous detail s?"

One after another of the physically fit young nmen cleared their throats.

"Ah, | see that he has, and it's very nmuch too bad of him as I'd
arranged for Captain O Shay to take all of us to that so nysterious cave for
an on-site investigation. Mtthew s so keen to do on-sites,” she put in,
managing a little nove of disappointnment, "and this is one of the nost
i mportant ones, so Wiittaker Fiske assured nme." She paused to consider her
di sappoi ntnent. Then, brightly, she smiled around at them "But that doesn't
mean that you can't come with me, since it's so hard to get a big enough
copter to take us all. In fact, just us will take up all the room So, cone
on, now. Save those inportant programnms, |addie bucks, grab your anoraks and
let's be off " \When another of them ah, yes, the very blond one was

Hans, started to object, she said, "Now, now, | won't hear any excuses from
you, Hans. This is as inportant as all those figures, because it's
subj ective, not objective, and it will certainly show the conm ssion how

diligent you are in exam ning every facet of this investigation."

Sally and M|l ard had deftly slipped in behind her and were handi ng out
outerwear to the men, who were so accustonmed to obeying authority that they
automatically conmplied. They were out the door and in the personnel transport
and on their bunping way across to the big copter before they knew what had
happened.

Rick O Shay hurried them aboard, directing the seating in order to

bal ance the load. "Real glad you fellows could nake the time for this side
trip, because you don't see nuch froma shuttle. Blink your eyes and you're
past the interesting points. Mz Al geneine, you're up front ... Hey, where's

Dr. Luzon? Rick |ooked around, surprise and disappointment on his face.
t hought he was the one wanted so nuch to cone."

Marmi on coul d have ki ssed the young man, he was very attractive,
anyway- because |van and Hans were obvi ously having second t houghts about the
advisability of this sojourn.



"Hell's bells.” Rick shook his head, a |ugubrious expression on his
face. Then he brightened up and took a deep breath. "Well, you guys can give
hima full report on what he's missing. That's it, now buckle up."

The big copter swung up and headed north by east, barely troubled by the
t ur bul ence.

Sally was wedged between Hans and Marcel, with MIlard at the w ndow and
facing lvan, CGeorge, Jack, and Seamus Rourke, whom Marm on had introduced as
their expedition guide. Seanmus had been C odagh's suggestion. "He's as good,
bar Sean or nyself, as you'd want or need," O odagh had assured her

"You' ve often been to this cave site, M. Rourke?" Sally asked
conversationally when she saw the first hint of 'should we really be here?
anxi ety on Jack's well-tanned, handsome face. Wth Marm on out of earshot in
the front, Sally felt responsible for keeping things running smoothly in back

"Not this particular one, Mz Sally," Seanus said affably, twiddling his
t hunbs, sitting down, doing nothing while traveling a | ong di stance was new to
him "Been in nost on the east coast, whenever the folk there invite us to a
| at chkay. W exchange hospitality like, us in Kilcoole and themon the coast,
once a year. Good things, |atchkays," he went on when he saw her | ook of
inquiry. "Gets folks fromnearby and as far away as the weather pernmits
figurin' out howto solve any problens that've cone up since the | ast one.
And we get sone fine singing done. Too bad you weren't all here for the | ast
one we had. Fine songs from Maj or Maddock and young Diego. Kind of songs
that ease the heart and nellow the soul. Maybe we could fix it that we have
anot her one, sort of to welcone you all to Petaybee," he added. "What with
the early thaw, we couldn't've planned another short of June, but | don't see
why we can't show you lads a bit of Petaybean hospitality while you' re here.
You do |ike dancing, don't you?" He asked that with such skepticismthat one
of Luzon's men had to reply.

"I think we all do, sir," Hans told him
"W woul dn't expect you to sing a' course, unless," Seanus hastily added,
not wishing to insult anyone, "you had a song you wanted to share with us."

Luzon's nen | ooked totally out of their depth. Sally and MIlard
managed to keep their expressions nerely receptive, but they dared not |ook
at each other.

"Ah well, you can always listen," Seamus said, "and eat sone real good
chow, and a' course, O odagh makes the best blurry on Petaybee."

"Blurry?" Hans junped on the word.
Everyone turned toward Seanus

"Blurry's a tradition here," Seamus said, warnming to his subject.
"Drink it cold, warm hot, and it soothes the cockles of the heart. Doesn't

take a man's senses fromhimlike al-ki-hall-ics do." He frowned, " and no
one's ever had a hangover |ike the SpaceBasers get fromthat rot gut they
drink. You could say ... " He considered his next words carefully. "that
it's atonic for what ails you. Gve it to the kids when they're feeling
puny, and next day they're up and out again. 'Bout the only thing it can't
cure is frostbite, but | wouldn't be surprised if Cl odagh' Il figure out howto

do that soon, too."

Sally and M|l ard exchanged significant glances. Marni on Al geneine



woul d have to hear every detail of this.

"I's this blurry of yours good for indigestion?" Sally asked, seizing on
t he common conpl ai nt as the safest.

"Sure it is, and as good for labor pains as it is for flatul ence,
heartburn, and yer all-purpose bellyache,"” Seamus assured her, turning his
face toward her so that she al one saw the broad w nk

"Do you use many ... local renedies here, M. Rourke?" Ilvan asked, his
eyes sharp on the old man's face

"We've not rmuch else to use, laddie," Seamus said, hitching his hands up
under the slight sag of his belly on his thighs. "And |I'mnot criticizing
SpaceBase folk if they keep their own nedicine for their own people. W got
ours and it works for us. Petaybee takes care of us real well, you know "

"That's exactly what we're here to decide," Hans said, setting his jaw
at an obstinate angle.

Inwardly Sally groaned. Maybe ki dnappi ng these young nen out from under

Matthew s rigid authority had not been such a good idea after all. Certainly
havi ng Seanus Rourke as a guide was turning disastrous, since he had al ready
i mplied the exi stence of one questionable substance in the "blurry'. The wi nk

had i ndi cated that perhaps he was sinply having a joke on them but people

i ke Matthew Luzon had no sense of hunor, and Sally knew that Luzon woul d be
delighted to learn of blurry's 'mracul ous' properties and suggest the
possibility of 'drug-induced hallucinations'. First thing she would do when
they returned to SpaceBase would be to get herself some blurry and run it

t hrough exhaustive tests, just to be safe. Sonetinmes even innocuous el ements,
when conbi ned, produced potent, if not lethal, results.

A glance at MIlard told her he was thinking the sane thing.

Fortunately, before any other dangerous subjects could be raised, the
hel i copter went into hover node and began its descent. The cliff |ooned over
t hem hi gher and hi gher, rock crags |ike upturned claws avoi ded by inches as
Ri ck Amal uk O Shay neatly put the skids in the footprint of his previous
| andi ng.

There was the bustle of disenmbarkation, with Rick and MIlard
di stributing hand torches, a blanket, '"to sit on during the show and a packet
of rations, so that Sally didn't have a chance to report to Marm on. Wen
Seanus ent husiastically urged themto follow himinto the cave, there was no
option to refuse or hang back, especially with Rick acting as rearguard.

One of Luzon's lads was tal king into a handheld recorder, but when Sally
got cl ose enough to hear him he was nerely nunbling about the conposition of
the rock surfaces and reminding hinmself to | ook up exanples of |um nescent
rock types.

Suddenly they were in a cavern that stretched incredibly far in al
directions, with Seanus chivvying themto find thenselves a confortable spot,
in case they had to wait a bit.

"What? No blurry?"' one of the lads nurnured.

"You don't need no blurry in a cave, boy," Seanus said severely. Wth a
sni ff of disgust, he found hinself a confortable knob to settle on



"What's this "blurry'?" Marmon asked Sally.

"It's a native drink," Sally began. Then she noticed the nist rising
fromthe water, and started taking note of their surroundings. "Wy, Mrnion,
this is just like, "

Marmi on's hand on her arm stopped her surprised exclamation. "Exactly
what Whittaker Fiske and that doubting Thomas of a son of his reported. W'l
talk later."

Marmi on al ways sat upright and managed to do so even on the hard surface
of the cave, crossing her legs and resting her hands lightly on her knees.
Sally felt that the ancient neditational position was quite suitable and
copied it as the m st began to thicken and swirl around them

She remenbered sniffing deeply, wondering if there was sonme sort of
hal | uci nogenic in the very air they were breathing, but if there was, it was
not hi ng she had ever encountered anywhere. And she had been just about
everywhere Intergal went.

Everyone heard the thwunp-thwnp of the copter echoing back and forth
across the fjord. Yana rushed out of the kitchen where she'd been hel pi ng cut
vegetables for the evening neal. Shielding her eyes against the westering
sun, she saw the flash of sunlight off the rotors.

Fi ngaard and sone of the other men were rushing down the swtch back
road to the wide terrace of the wharf area. Sean had gone out with the
fishernen that nmorning. Turning her back on the incom ng copter, Yana | ooked
down the long high-walled fjord for a glinpse of returning fishing boats.
She' d been appal | ed when she'd seen how i nsubstantial the curraghs were. No
nore than hides bound to a | archwood franework with a wi de slat, bored through
the center so a slimmast could be stepped into the hole and a snmall sai
attached. The current carried themout with the tide and in with the tide;
otherwise it was a long, hard paddle up the Fjord unless the wind was just
right to use the sail

She breathed a sigh of relief to see black blobs on the horizon raise
small white triangles of sails as they nmade their way up the fjord. Then she
turned again to head in the direction of the approaching copter. She had her
foot on the first step when Nanook casually barred her way.

"C rmon now, | need a word wi th Johnny, Nanook!"

From the big bl ack-and-white cat issued a noise that was hal f snarl
hal f voi ce conmand. Bunny had said Nanook coul d speak to those he chose to
have listen to him This coment didn't need words. Nanook's warning was too
clear.

"Something's wong with the copter, Nanook?" Yana asked.

Nanook sneezed and sat down, barring her way up the steps.

She peered nore intently and saw two nen in the front of the copter
And only one of them was soneone she wanted to see.

"Qoops!" She turned and hurried back into the house. Nanook foll owed.
That did surprise her. "I won't go out if you don't want me to," she told
hi m

He sneezed again and settled hinmself by the hearth.



"Ardis, is there any way you can hint to Johnny Greene that |'m here,
and Sean's out with the curraghs? They're on their way in."

"Sure, if that's what's needed," Ardis said, grinning as she haul ed off
her apron. "Johnny might just have a letter for me frommy sister up New
Barrow way. She's expecting, again."

The last cat in McGee's Pass was named Shush, because in her youth she
had been a noisy kitten. Those days were |ong past. Shush was not the | ast
cat left in the pass because she | acked discretion. She was silent as snoke,
qui ck as a spark, and very, very discreet. She had |earned discretion shortly
after Satok came to live anobng the people. The skull on his staff had once
graced her father's shoul ders.

It was she who had sent word to the Kilcoole cats that the peopl e of
McCee's Pass would vote to m ne, as Satok had been urging themto do.
Frankly, she didn't know if they would or not, but saying so could have
brought soneone to chall enge Satok. Stupid cats of Kilcoole to send only two
hal f-grown kittens! And now Sat ok had taken one of them Perhaps soon her
skul'l would be an ornament for him as well.

Shush's fanmily had been nmurdered. More critically from her viewpoint,
all the tons had been murdered. She had gone through heat after heat al one,
ri sking death in the woods to keep her cries fromreaching the ears of Satok
Krisuk Connelly comm serated with her occasionally, but everyone el se had been
told the cats were spies; which, of course, they were, since it was only
natural to lurk and spy and satisfy one's curiosity.

Until she had heard fromthe Kilcoole cats, in fact, she had i magi ned
hersel f the |last cat on Petaybee.

Well, the |last proper cat anyway. There were |ynxes, of course, and
bobcats, and she had once or twi ce heard the hunting cry of a track-cat, but
her mother had told her that those sorts of creatures, if you caught themon a
bad day or when they had nothing in particular to socialize about, would eat
you as soon as | ook at you

So Shush stayed solitary for years, living off her wits, spying on the
vill age and maki ng hersel f invisible whenever Satok was around. 1t had taken
a great deal for her to lead the Kilcoole cats' people to the cave, but she
had in m nd that sonmehow, being from el sewhere, these ones might not succunb
to Sat ok.

When the girl was taken there was no one to cry to. The dog |ay
stricken, as Shush's own famly had been stricken, by Satok's cruel staff.
Krisuk and the Kilcoole boy were in the dead place. Not even to save a litter
of her own woul d Shush brave that place.

I nst ead she bounded off in the opposite direction, down the road and out
of town, back tracking the hoofprints of the big horses, already nearly | ost
in the snow. Wen she was tired, she rested, |licked the snow from her feet,
and thought. The Kilcoole cats had contacted her, but she didn't know how
they had done it. She had been trying to flush out a rabbit at the tine,
pawi ng at the hal f-thawed ground, when a voice spoke to her in her own tongue,
within her mind. She asked the voice who it was, thinking it was perhaps the
ghost of one of her relatives, asking if it was safe to spend another life
there, but the voice replied that although it was, like herself, a cat, it was
fromthe village of Kilcoole.



The voice belonged to a tom She was sure of that. The question was
not highly detailed. It wanted to know if the people of McGee's Pass woul d
m ne for the conpany or not. She said they would if they were told to, which
had been her experience of them They weren't bad people, but Satok had taken
away their partnership with the planet and creatures |ike herself and turned
it to his own purposes and agai nst them

The tom had sai d not hi ng about people com ng, but Shush sensed that
there would be visitors. They had come! And now Sat ok was dividing them and
destroying them as he had so nmuch in the village.

So Shush left, having nothing nore to wait for. She |eaped from one
horse track to another. She sniffed when the track di sappeared; she felt the
how i ng wi nd roughi ng her fur the wong way.

Late that night she found where the horse and dog tracks net with other
tracks, including those that made her lift her lips in recognition. A
track-cat, quite likely a Kilcoole cat, since the people had conme from
Kilcoole. A large one. And nore horse tracks, l|like those of the people. She
clawed at the cat tracks, rubbed her head against them marked themw th her
scent. Fromthe other scents mngled with the big cat's, he had been anong
ot hers of her kind and probably was unlikely to eat her

Thi nki ng that these new fol k mi ght be canped just ahead, she foll owed
the tracks. But she was small and the trail was |ong, and Satok had won
again. She yow ed for the Kilcoole cats to answer her, but none did.

Finally, at daybreak, she slept for a few hours, then began noving
agai n, though the tracks were ol der and much harder to follow \Wat other
choi ce did she have?

Matt hew Luzon felt aggrieved and aggravated by the pilot's attitude. He
had felt fromthe first that this Captain Geene did not take himand his
mssion with sufficient gravity. He did not exude a positive attitude. He
al so appeared to be an uncommonly bad driver, hitting every pocket of
turbul ence no matter which altitude he attained, flying far too close to
mountain tops at tinmes and into cloud banks at others.

And that was after they were finally on their way. The man had dawdl ed
an unconscionably long time |oading various itens into the cargo net behind
the seats. 1In fact, the copter would have been quite | arge enough for all of
Matt hew s assistants, had it not been for this cargo.

"Here, can't you | eave that behind?" he'd demanded at one poi nt when
his patience was strained, but the pilot just smled and said, "No can do,
sir. The villagers at the Fjord need this stuff. Be with youinajiff."

Then had cone the dreadful flight and Braddock regurgitating all over
the floor, so they'd had to snmell it during the entire first leg of the trip.

When they | anded at Harrison's Fjord, a pretty little place, he
di senbarked fromthe aircraft to all ow Braddock to clean up his mess and found
hi nsel f a boul der to occupy up wi nd, where he could continue his annotations.
The pilot opened all the wi ndows and doors to flush out the rest of the
st ench.

"CGotta unload, Dr. Luzon," the nman said, although Matthew had assuned an
attitude that few would have bothered to interrupt. "And refuel. M ght as
wel | take on some grub now." Then he lowered his voice so that his words
woul d not carry to Braddock, lying on a nossy stretch of ground, |egs drawn up



to his aching belly. "They do good fish fries." Matthew waved his hand
di smssively at the nention of such greasy fare. "And," the pilot went on
i ndi cati ng Braddock, "get himan air sickness pill. He ought to have
nmenti oned the probl em before we took off."

Mat t hew nodded, wondering why the pilot had not had the courtesy to
i nquire before they took off from SpaceBase. Then the village folk arrived to
hel p unl oad, and the pilot turned to greet the one wonan in the group. She
was a slightly different rustic type fromthose Matthew had seen in Kil cool e.
She chatted affably with the pilot as he and sone of the nmen unl oaded the
heli copter. Matthew wote down the iniquities of the flight he had just
endured to be sure they were entered onto the pilot's record. He noticed that
someone had given Braddock a bl anket to keep off the chill of wind stirred by
the idly rotating propeller blades.

Scanni ng the village, Matthew assuned that the chief industry was
fishing. No doubt this would present a fruitful sub-culture to study, since
coast al peopl es occupyi ng sonewhat nore tenperate areas undoubtedly had
custonms, nores, and fol kways that differed fromthose in the interior. He
made a note, since Braddock was in no position to take dictation, to return
for a proper investigation |later.

When he made one nore sweepi ng scan of the village before reboarding the
newy |ightened copter, he was surprised to notice, sunning itself in the
doorway, a very large cat. About the size of a panther, he supposed, except
that it did not have the conformati on of one of those sleek, predatory, and
now al nost extinct beasts. Though large, it was nore |ike an i mense donestic
feline, with rather common bl ack and white markings. Possibly one of the
track-cats he had heard so nuch about. One of the miracul ous beasts said to
have aided in the rescue of the Fiskes and to have been instrunental in the
heal i ng of Frank Met axos.

He stood up, closing his notepad and wondering if it was wise to
approach the beast. It did not seemto be under anyone's control. [If it
happened to be a stray, perhaps he could acquire it for the |aboratory and
ext ensi ve exam nation. He was about to order the pilot to have the beast
caged until he could return for it when the pil ot beckoned urgently to him and
uncer emoni ously boosted hi m back aboard. Braddock was al ready belted in,

t hankful Iy | ooki ng nore sl eepy than nauseated. Before Matthew could nention
the cat or protest their precipitous departure, the rotors were whirling and
the aircraft was up over the deep waters of the fjord, well above the nmasts of
some primtive sailing craft.

Qddly, the flight to the southern continent was markedly absent of the
turbul ence they had encountered over land. Matthew attenpted to shout over
the noise in the cabin, a query about the village they had just left. He
finally resorted to touching Greene's shoulder to get his attention. The nman
nmerely sniled affably, tapping his earphones, and shrugged. Matthew subsided
in his seat and tightened his seat belt, then had to | oosen it slightly or
risk cutting off the circulation in his torso. He did not |ike being isolated
by the exigencies of travel and wondered why there was only one headset. So
he made a trenendous effort to contain hinmself during what was likely to be a
very dull and long journey. Fortunately the cold air and the snells of
machi ne oil covered the faint residue of Braddock's indiscretion

Every tine Matthew flew in one of these vehicles, he resolved to take
flying | essons, for the procedures seened ridiculously sinple, but he never
seened to find the time for the formal course. Once, a |ong-gone nenber of
his bevy of assistants, a perhaps too easily influenced young man, had showed
an aptitude for flying. Unfortunately, as soon as he had learned to fly, his



personal ity changed, and he no | onger denonstrated the qualities of unswerving
| oyal ty and unquesti oni ng obedi ence Matthew insisted upon in an assistant.

He suspected that the man flying the copter was not of the caliber
required in an aide either. Matthew s opinion was confirmed when he retrieved
a report fromhis case and noticed, stowed under his seat, the headphones that
shoul d i medi atel y have been offered to himby G eene. At once, he plugged
these into the socket on the arnrest and placed them over his ears. A burst
of static poured through themthat made hi m wench them of f.

Tapping the pilot authoritatively on the shoul der, he pointed at the
headset. Ginning, the pilot shook his head, noved his nouth piece aside, and
| eaned over to say, "Don't work!"

Matt hew s reactions included anazenent, anger, frustration, and total
di sgust with the inefficiency and indifference shown by the inhabitants of
this world. People were scattered all over the universe, sone of themliving
in highly sophisticated, totally engineered environnents, all scrupul ously
mai ntai ned by Intergal. He ended up on an incredibly primtive world with a
headset, similar to hundreds he had used before, that failed to work due to
what was surely an easily remedi ed technical difficulty.

O course, this sort of aircraft was only slightly inproved over its
anci ent counterpart. The old ones had had neither speed nor range and had
been Iimted in the altitudes they could achieve. This particular one, with
its incidental malfunctions, was by no nmeans state-of-the-art. It hadn't the
power to lift out of the planet's atnosphere, and was excruciatingly noisy.

However, it required very little space to |land, could hover, and could
set down safely, if necessary, at night unaided by light fromthe ground.
That ability, he reflected, as he studied the map printout on his wist unit,
was a necessary requirenent.

He wanted to ask the pilot if flights to the southern continent were
frequent. Surely they must be. This planet north and south, had | ong been
used for troop recruitment, an occupation the so-called sentient world did not
seemto obstruct. Ah, and he qualified that as he renmenbered his notes. It
was the young who answered recruitment drafts. Those who had not yet been
nmut at ed by whatever toxins in their soil produced the gl andul ar deformty and
t he deposit of 'brown fat' that supposedly allowed ol der nenbers of the
popul ation to survive the extreme tenperatures.

The nearest city to Harrison's Fjord on the southern continent was
Bogota, at the nmouth of the Lacrimas River. The sizable peninsula on which
the city was situated extruded like a big, clunsy thunmb into the sea. He had,
of course, scrutinized the maps of this region, now entering its w nter
season. Mst of the population centers, one could hardly call themcities,
were situated on the coastal plains near the major rivers. Bogota on the
Lacri mas, Kabul on the eastern fork of the New Ganges, and Lhasa on the Sierra
Sangre. Another village called Sierra Padre was |located farther up the Sierra
Sangre at the foot of the Sierra Padre Myuntains. A settlement known as
Kat hmandu was isolated within yet another nountain range, optimstically
dubbed t he Shanbal as.

Kat hmandu seenmed a |likely place to | ook for culture uncontam nated by
t he crackpot pseudo-nystical theories of the natives of the north. Bogota,
being the | argest and nost accessibl e popul ation center, was the nost likely
to have been infl uenced.

For hours after they left the warm harbor of Harrison's Fjord, flanked



by the ice-packed coast of the rest of the northern continent, they ski med
the cold gray of the ocean, which didn't particularly depress Matthew, as cold
gray was one of his favorite colors. Huge chunks of ice floated in these
waters, as large as islands or snmall continents thenselves. Initial reports
had suggested that the southern edge of the northern continent had nany

gl aci ers which constantly calved into the unobstructed oceans that girdled the
pl anet .

The sun struck sapphires fromthe clefts in the ice, and the gray of the
clear salt waters was sequined with darting fish. Schools of dol phins
foll owed the copter's shadow across the breast of the sea. Matthew was
oblivious to them as he was to the bl owi ng and soundi ng of the Petaybean tube
whal es. So called because their ancestors had been bits of cells frozen and
later incubated in test tubes. Brought to maturity in controlled
environnents, the large, strong manmal s had then been rel eased into the
planet's newy forned ocean. The whales, |ike the dol phins, seened attracted
by the novelty of the copter.

At last, toward evening, they were within sight of the southern coast, a
sight so spectacul ar that even Matthew was forced to admire its grandeur

Though the harbor, like its counterpart at Harrison's Fjord, contained
wat er warmed by the geothermal springs and rivers the planet seemed to have in
abundance, the rest of the coastline was glacial. Huge cliffs of ice

glittered white and crystal, deepest indigo in the recesses, and a rich bright
cobalt where the setting sun struck the crevasses. dd aciers calved, huge
chunks splintering off, plumeting into the sea with a roaring crack
surfacing through a rush of displaced waters, displaying new surfaces. On
other floating chunks, seals and otters and big tusked wal ruses basked and
swamin the frigid sea.

As the copter drew nearer the southern continent, the sun began setting,
burni ng across the water to recast the scene in shades of mauve and tangeri ne.

Nearer yet, they saw herds of caribou race across the coastal plains,
huge white bears lunbering across the ice or swinmng in the | akes that
studded the plains |like chips of coral

From t hose spectacul ar vistas, the sight of Bogota was a nassive | et
down.

It contained a double row of barracks-type buil dings, no nore than a
kilometer in length, a landing pad with a pile of fuel cans perilously near
and a number of small hide boats not dissimlar to the ones Matthew had seen
at Harrison's Fjord. As they over flew the town, they were close enough to
observe those inhabitants who were | oungi ng about. The native costune seened
to consist of cast-off uniformpieces fromthe conpany corps. The copter's
arrival caused no particular excitement. Few heads even turned up to observe
its passage.

Wth great delicacy, the pilot set the copter down right beside the fue
cans, shut off the engines, and without a word, clinbed out and began to
refuel. Qddly enough, no one cane to check, though Matthew coul d see people
| ess than a hundred nmeters away watching the process. Wile G eene fuel ed up
Mat t hew di senmbar ked, demanding a few answers now that the man coul d not
pretend he didn't hear him

"Shoul dn't someone be | ogging you in or sonething, G eene?"

"Why? They knew the copter, and they knowit's the one | fly. [If | had



something to deliver here, I'd have flashed ny Iights and soneone woul d have
cone to make a pickup."

Mat t hew di gested that expl anation, yet another exanple of the
nonchal ance and indifference that were so rife on this planet and that would
be rectified.

"Is this all there is to this town?" He gestured about the |anding area
and toward the two rows of dwellings.

"Bogota? Yes, sir. Nobody nuch lives in Bogota."
"Why not ?"

"It's unstable, sir. You saw the glaciers. They nake sure that the
earth al ways moves for you, that's one thing. You get rocked to sleep every
ni ght, though sonme rockings're harder than others. Then there's the bears.
They nostly live on fish, but they'll take anything that's handy, including
human beings if they' re hankerin' for a change of nmenu."

Braddock, | ooki ng nauseated again now that the effect of the pill had
worn off, had exited the copter. Wth an effort, he tried to assune some of
hi s usual assistance duties, his expression carefully neutral. "Do you

suggest that we use this place as a base headquarters?"

The pilot scratched his head, pushing his cap forward over his forehead.
"Well, this place is as good as any on this continent. It ranks as a depot,
not that it has all the anmenities SpaceBase offered. Mystly it's a drop point
to collect recruits and to return soldiers fromthese parts who are denobbi ng.
| haven't done a lot of flying around here except to Bogota, to tell you the
truth, and Sierra Padre. The warmrivers make the ground swampy in the sunmer
and create powerful turbulence the rest of the year, and you don't go far
before you get into the nmountains. Sierra Padre is a little bigger, alittle
nore confortable, and the place a |ot of southern folks call home. O course,
you understand, |lots of people aren't settled real pernmanent but nove from
hunting canps to fish canps and back again, according to the season."

"Thank you, Captain G eene," Matthew said. "In that case, we have no
time to lose in reaching Sierra Padre before we run out of daylight. Let us
clinb back aboard and continue on."

Braddock did not quite stifle a groan, and Matthew gave hima reproving
glare. Really, he had thought his chief assistant was nade of sterner stuff.
"Well, sir, | got to tell you," Johnny Greene said. "This is going to
get ne in trouble back at headquarters. |'ve got another mission to fly
soon's | get back."

"May | remind you that | amyour mssion right now Captain, and ny
busi ness has the highest possible priority."

"Yes, sir, so let's get going right nowand I'Il tuck you in at Sierra
Padre before | take off again."

"I was expecting you to stay and act as our transport during this vita
research mssion, sir."

"My orders were just to fly you here, sir, and return north for ny next
m ssion. Tell you what, though. It shouldn't take very long. Wy don't you
gents settle in at Sierra Padre, get the lay of the land in the snocle, talk



to a fewfolks, and I1'll be back in a few days to collect you?"
"I'"d prefer you to be nore specific than that, Captain."

"Yeah, ne too, sir. But everything's pretty unsettled right now
You' ve got a portable communit with you, haven't you?"

"Braddock does. Naturally."
"Then if you don't see ne by the tinme you're ready to go on to one of

the other villages, you just ring up to the station and they'll give ne a
hol I er or dispatch sonmeone el se.”

"In case of emergency, | will go to that extreme inconveni ence, Captain
Greene. However, it is your responsibility and your sole responsibility to
see that | have transport to my next destination within three days. If | am
at all di sconmmoded by your absence, you will find yourself busted back to

flying paper aircraft. Do | make nyself clear?"

"Ch, yes, sir, | know how foolish it would be to get crossways of an
i mportant man like yourself, sir," Geene said with not quite enough humlity
to suit Matthew

Braddock suddenly came to life. "Wt a nonent. Geene? What is your
first nane?"

"Why. it's Johnny, dear heart. What's yours?" Geene replied, batting
his eyel ashes in a way that was nocking and inpertinent in the extrene.

"Sir, Braddock said, turning to Matthew. "Wasn't there a Captain John
Greene piloting the copter carrying Dr. Fiske when he crashed in the vol canic
bl ast area?"

Matt hew was relieved. H s judgment in bringing Braddock was vindicat ed.
The boy m ght whine and puke, but his mnd was unaffected by his physica
di sconforts. Matthew hinself should have referenced the nane but had been too
preoccupi ed in gathering new data.

Before he could fornul ate the questions he wanted to ask, the captain
went on.

"Yes, sir, that's ne, and to tell you the truth, Dr. Fiske sort of
| oaned nme to you as a courtesy. Normally I'mattached to his exclusive
service."

Matt hew smled. "Ah well, then, Captain Geene. Please thank nmy old
friend Wiittaker for his kindness and tell himthat | wi sh to deprive him of
you for a while longer to assist me with nmy inquiries. |If you'll please drop
us at Sierra Padre, we can at |east make use of our tine there to further our
i nvestigations. But nake sure that you do return!"

Greene snapped hima salute

Shush awoke, killing and devouring a vol e before she set out on the
trail once nore, followi ng the spoor of the curlies and the track-cat of
Kil cool e.

She was far fromher territory, anmong wild things that would kill her
and eat her as casually as she had killed and eaten the vole, and yet, the
farther fromthe pass she traveled, the better she felt. The very nud and



snow beneath her paws seened to put spring in them to nmake her step lighter
and her gait swifter.

Shortly after she began wal ki ng again, she found the used canpsite of
t he people, cold ashes, churned snow and nud, grasses scattered on the ground
fromthe horse's neals, and a few small bones fromthe track-cat's. A
tentative, fearful sniff relieved her m nd that these were rabbit bones, not
cat. She sniffed the track-cat's sign and trotted onward.

She thought of Satok, of her massacred race, and of the girl as she
wal ked, but she had to be careful not to drift too long into reverie. Once
she noticed barely in time that a wolf was watching her fromthe bushes.
Fortunately, wolves could not clinb trees and she could. She slept in a tree
that night, and in the norning wal ked on

That night, as she stal ked a squirrel, she pounced and sonersaulted in
the air just intime to catch the whiff of the fox a spare few feet away. Her
di straction caused the squirrel to bolt for its hole in the tree roots and she
bolted after it, squeezing in the tip of her tail just as the fox's nose
appeared at the hole.

As she lay there panting, heedless of the squirrel, which had burrowed
deeper, she wanted to wail. This was too hard. It was too far. There were
too many things that wanted to eat her and she was all alone, and further
nore, she felt as if she just mght be going into heat again.

I amall alone, she cried, and sonething said, But | designed you to be
al one.

Not all the time, she said and it said, No.

| amafraid, she cried. A man would kill me, beasts would eat nme, and
the Kilcoole cats are far away and their people are Satok's prey.

D d soneone speak of the Kilcoole cats? a voice, a different voice.
asked. A big voice, a cat voice, a tomvoice, but a big voice. Wo are you,
little sister?

| am Shush, the last of ny race at McCee's Pass, she said. Wo are you?

Nanook. What do you know of the people protected by the Kilcoole cats?

I know they strayed into danger. Satok will kill them as he killed us.
He took the girl. He will surely kill the boy or make himsubnmt, as he nade
all of those under my protection submt.

Ah. And the dog? There was a dog? For a dog, she was good.

She is dead. Are you, far? she asked.

Two days' |ope fromwhere we left the boy and girl.

| have travel ed two days.

Your | egs are short.

| amafraid. | am al one

I am coming, Nanook's voice said. And as an afterthought it added, And
no, I do not eat my small cousins.



Bunny and Di ego saw the cat tracks in the snow but were too preoccupied
to pay them nmuch attention. Both of them had sl ept badly, but once out of the
village, Diego brooded and Bunny coul dn't stop talking.

D ego was just attuned enough to her to notice that her hands trenbl ed
on the reins. Her face, like his, was scraped and brui sed, her mouth swoll en
so that she kept biting her Iip. He didn't know if she had the poundi ng
headache he had. She talked a lot, but she hadn't said anything about a
headache, or her aches and pains. Mstly, she was angry, raving about how
t hose peopl e could have |let Satok get away with what he had! How had he been
able to do that to them and how could he do that to the planet?

Diego didn't answer. He listened with part of his mnd to what she
said, and with the other part, he was conposing a song. Again, he |longed for
an instrunent, wishing to nmake a song with angry music which even the biggest
drum coul d not enphasi ze strongly enough

When they canped for the night, he began witing his song down, while
sunny | ooked on curiously, still talking.

Her voice was like rain falling now, or the drone of a ship's engine.
He nodded and grunted, but the song was at the front of his consciousness.

Buried alive, screaning,

The stone snot hered

The roots strangl ed

The soil snothered

Wiite death |ike

Your snow- skin

From one |ike

But unlike

A son.

Di ego stopped witing. The planet should have a song for that murdered
part of it, but this was not conplete, not right. 1t needed a better song
than this. He sang it to Bunny and she thought it was good, but then, the
critical side of his nature rem nded him she was al so proud of her jingle
about her snocle license. This song nmust be the very best that could be sung,
for it was of terrible injuries that must be heal ed.

The next norning, riding toward Harrison's Fjord, they were silent.

You are not a cub and you cannot live forever with me in the Hone,
Coaxtl told Goat-dung.

"I understand why you woul d not want ne," Goat-dung said, "for | am
not hi ng and no one. But if | cannot live with you, then go ahead and eat ne
now, for 1'd rather be eaten by a friend than by strange beasts, and | will
not return to Shepherd How ing."



Did | say that you should, foolish youngling? But there are others in
the village at the mouth of this river

"They'l| make me go back," she said, full of fear, but Coaxtl said she
would wait, and if they tried, she would kill them and take her to a farther
vi | | age.

So there was nothing for it. She subnmitted to the will of the cat as
she had submitted to the will of others eventually on every occasion but one.
Coaxt|l wal ked with her for a way; but on the open plains, where only cold
waters fed the river, she lay along Coaxtl's back, hands | ocked in her mane,
knees pressing against the cat's ribs, so that they could cross to cover nore
qui ckly.

The sky was still pale pink fromthe setting sun when they heard the
beati ng heart of one of the company's hunm ngbird airships. Coaxtl wanted to
run away, but the plain was vast and the airship faster even than the big
cat's great strides.

CGoat - dung watched with awe as the airship approached. She had seen
other aircraft in the sky, and the Shepherd had told themthose were the
Guardi an Angel s of the Ri ghteous, sent by the conmpany to over see them She
had seen a hunmi ngbird ship only once before, however, when it delivered
supplies to the Val e one hopel ess winter when a team of the nen had wal ked
i nto Bogota seeking relief. The Shepherd How i ng had agreed to this only
reluctantly, for she heard himarguing with his advisers, but they knew they
woul d starve without assistance. Wen the airship came, it was wonderful
Food, nore food than they had had in nonths, and even warm cl othing and toys
for the children.

So CGoat-dung was not afraid when the airship hung above them close
enough that she could see two men arguing through the glass bubble that fornmed
t he hummi ngbird's single eye.

She clinbed off Coaxtl's back, feeling the soft warnmth of the cat's fur
through the rents in her clothing. Her feet were bound up in uncured rabbit
skins now, fur side in; the skins stank, but they kept her feet warm Stunned
wi th fascination, she watched the airship set down.

"Isn't it wonderful, Coaxtl?" she asked the cat. Wen there was no
reply, she turned to see the cat boundi ng back across the tundra.

A thought whi spered back to her across the distance. Your own are here.
Good hunting and warm sl eepi ng pl aces, youngli ng.

"Good hunting and warm sl eepi ng pl aces, Coaxtl," she whi spered back,
under her breath, but already she was watchi ng the handsome pil ot energe from
the aircraft and the tall, thin man with the high forehead and | ong white tai
of hair wal king toward her. Another man lingered in a second doorway in the
back of the airship.

"Remar kabl e!" the white-haired man said, staring at her. "Look at her
cl ot hi ng! Wy, she should be freezing. And here al one except for a wild
ani mal whi ch woul d probably have eaten her when hunger overcame it. Amazing!
I would have liked a closer |ook at that cat, though. It seens totally unlike
any of the others I've noticed."

The pilot didn't respond to what the elder said but came forward to
kneel before her. Before her and so unworthy for such an honor! He even
| ooked her in the eye and spoke in a kind voice that al nost made her weep.



"You | ook a | ong way from hone, alannah. Are you lost? Was that big
kitty what you fol ks down here use for a track-cat?"

o]

CGoat -dung sank to her knees before himand bowed her head. "Please
forgive the conpanion of this ignorant and despicable child, O Captain of
Angel s. Coaxtl befriended ne out of pity, but now that nmy own kind are here,
she has fled fromfear of the righteous. For are not all animals to be neat
and fur for the conpany nen?"

"Where did you hear such drivel?" the captain replied in a disgusted
tone of voice. CGoat-dung did not expect that.

"Did | get it wong?" she asked fearfully. "Forgive me if | m squoted
t he Shepherd Howing. | amthe stupidest of girls, as has often been said of
ne."

"If you ask ne, you're the luckiest of kids," the pilot said. "And
we're lucky to have found you before you froze to death. Now cone aboard,
darlin', and stop cringin'. Sure, no one will hurt you now." And he | ooked
back at the tall white-haired man with an expressi on Goat-dung could not see
in the descendi ng shadows.

"OfF course they won't, ny child,"” the white-haired man said. And while
the pilot had quite correctly refrained fromtouching such filth as she, the
whi t e- hai red man took her hands in his and raised her in his arms, carrying
her to the plane. "You will come with us to Sierra Padre."

"You won't make me go back to the Vale of Tears?"

"Not if that's how they teach you to tal k about yourself. Especially if
you have run away fromall those bruises and cuts | see on you, no, we won't
t ake you back," the pilot said.

"What and where is this Vale of Tears?" the white-haired man asked.

"You won't make me go back there, sir? | don't deserve to. | fled from
being the bride to the Shepherd How ing."

"Bride? You're no nore than a baby!" The pilot sputtered with outrage.
But the white-haired man said, "W go nowto Sierra Padre, where | wll

begin my work, and you, ny dear, will have a hot bath, clean clothing, a
decent neal, and a good night's sleep."

"She certainly will,"” the pilot said. "An old shipmate of mine
Lonci ana Ondel acy, lives in Sierra Padre with her kids and grandchil dren
Loncie will be glad to take this little one in."

The white-haired nman sniled at her, helping her clinmb into the big plane
besi de the other nan, who did not snile.

This reassured her nmore than anything the pilot had said because, of
course, it was only right since she did not deserve to be smiled upon. Then
with a great deal of noise and wind, the Captain of the Angels and the
white-haired patriarch sent the humm ngbird ship aloft, where, for that night,
all was miracul ously as wonderful as they had said it would be.

Chapter 10



Marmion, |ed by Seanus Rourke, flanked by Sally and M|l ard and foll owed
nore slowy by Matthew s five assistants, energed into early-norning sunlight.
Rick O Shay was the last to | eave the cave.

"My word! It is the next day?" Marmion exclaimed. She turned to
Searmus, who grinned, a smile that had little to do with the day or anything
el se i Mmedi ately obvious to Marnion

"Sure is, mssus."
"But we weren't in there long ... " Sally began, glancing down at the
digital on her wist. Her eyes w dened. "GCood heavens."

"The next day?" |Ivan grabbed her wist to peer at her digital before
checking his own. The other four nen apprehensively conferred over this
unexpected |l oss of tine. "But we'll be behind in our work ... " [Ivan wheel ed
accusingly on Seanus. "You had no right to take us away fromour work for a
whol e day."

"This cave is a nmere hour's flight from SpaceBase," Hans said, his
expression deci dedly aggressive and his anger focused on Seanus RourKke,
because he didn't dare accuse Marm on

"How coul d we have |lost so rmuch tine ... sitting in mst?" That
aggravated hi meven nore.

"Way, | found it, " Marm on stopped, cocked her head, and then regarded
Sally and MIllard. "You know, I'mnot sure | found anything."

Searmus let out a mghty guffaw. M schief, as well as satisfaction
twi nkled in his eyes.

"You got 'found' anyway, missus. Now, let's not lose nore tinme." He
made a whooshing gesture at Rick to start back to the copter

"How could | get 'found," M. Rourke, when | haven't been |ost?"
Mar mi on asked, a quaver in her voice as she allowed Rick and MIlard to take
her arms as they nmade their way across the uneven terrain.

"Ch, | 'spect it'll come to you, missus." Seanus chuckl ed agai n.

"M. Rourke, nothing at all of the nature described by Dr. Metaxos, his
son, or even Major Maddock and Dr. Fiske occurred to us," Sally said in an
even voice that held just a hint of carefully controlled surprise and
di sappoi nt nent .

Searmus eyed her, his lips curving slightly. She was a very attractive
young wonman, and he could still appreciate |ooking.

"Sure hope you wouldn't now the planet's cal ned down with no one gougi ng
and blasting holes init. But you were spoken to," he assured her

"That's utter nonsense,” Hans said. Rick made a noise that sounded |ike
a patroni zi ng rebuke, and Hans whi pped around. "I experienced nothing once
the m st rose to obscure everything. And then it cleared. You'd have us
believe that this-this show took nearly thirty hours?"

"Seens to have done," Seanus replied affably, helping Marm on up onto



the copter's high passenger level. "Think on it awhile. It'll come to you."

"Qutrageous," Ceorge said, his face contorted into a sneer. "Wste of
val uable tine."
"I"'mnot sure how we'll explain our defection to Dr. Luzon," Marcel said

dismally, the first sentence Marm on had heard hi m speak

"Ah, but you don't have to, ny dears," she said, buckling her seat belt.
"I shall assume all responsibility for this expedition, and |I'm sure such
i ndustrious young nen as yourselves will be able to conplete your assigned
tasks well before Dr. Luzon returns.”

"Do you mean to inply, ma'am" Hans said, eyeing her suspiciously, "that
we should conceal our dereliction of duty fromDr. Luzon?"
"Heavens no, Hans dear," Marm on said soothingly, laying a gentle hand
on his arm "I wouldn't conceal a thing from Matthew Luzon," she added
drolly. "It just isn't done! But | shall assure himthat | dragooned you, as
necessary escorts, on a personal, and possibly dangerous, inspection of the
so-cal | ed remarkabl e cave where everyone el se seens to have had nost
i ncredi bl e experiences." She made a nove of disappointnment and turned to
Searmus. "Really," she said, and she stretched out the next two words to
express her disillusion, "nothing happened."

"We lost thirty hours,"” Hans said in an inplacable and unforgiving tone.
"I't'"ll be dark by the time we get back to SpaceBase."

"Well, there'll be alittle time before you have to have dinner,"
Mar m on sai d.

"We'll work tonight,"” Hans said, making eye contact with his associ ates.
"We' || catch up that way."

"Qddly enough,” MIlard remarked, "I feel totally refreshed, with an
unusual sense of well-being. Anyone else?"

Sally made a small "oh" of surprise. "I do, too. And | don't think I
was asleep ... "

Marmi on did not remark on the fact that she, too, felt unusually alert
and energetic, as if she could dance all night long and still put in a ful
day' s work tonorrow.

It occurred to her that maybe the planet had a totally unexpected and
exploitable facet, for rest cure facilities. However, she intended to go very
slowy on that one, since this party seemed to be the only one to have enjoyed
that aspect. Had they just been lucky? Had the planet, as Seanus had
suggested, settled down after its aberrant behavior? Even so, she felt al nost

al nost effervescent. And she hadn't experienced that buoyancy in a |ong,
[ ong time.

As soon as Yana saw the little curraghs nearing the wharf, she raced as
fast as she dared down the steps to tell Sean the news. Ardis Souni k had
confirmed that nuch of what Johnny Greene had of f-|oaded was the fuel they
woul d need and Sean's special supplies for his journey. And that Johnny had
gone on to Bogota with Luzon, who was up to no good at all. Johnny had hinted
broadly that Luzon was bad news. Nanook, who had vani shed fromthe village
for sone tine, suddenly reappeared, fur full of rmud and burrs, to bound
al ongsi de her. He seemed about to explode with news, too. He |licked her hand



at one point while she watched the curraghs approach, rubbed his handsone face
agai nst her shoul der, and | ooked deeply into her eyes. She sensed he was
trying to talk to her, but she just didn't know howto listen. But, as they
descended, all the other cats of the settlenment started hurrying in the
opposite direction

"What on earth?" Yana began
Bunny, something said quite clearly in her head.

"Did you speak, Nanook?" He gave her a resigned | ook and a sort of
growmy purr. "l don't nean to be difficult to communicate with, Nanook. Nod
your head if Bunny's safe and com ng?" Nanook solemmly inclined his head.
"That is such a relief." Yana stroked his fine pelt in appreciation
"Maybe one day, we'll hold a meani ngful conversation," she added, enbol dened
by her relief.

Soon.
n O,]! "

Just then Sean appeared over the edge of the high harbor wall and she
ran into his arnms, burbling to tell himthat Johnny had nanaged to | eave off
fuel here in the Fjord. Even with Sean snelling to high heaven of fish oils
and brine, it was good to have his arnms about her and see his smle of delight
at her enthusiastic welcone. Then Nanook, who had sat in dignified patience,
obvi ously spoke to Sean, who smiled broadly and fondl ed the track-cat's ears.

"Bunny and Diego are on their way here, and Shush, the one cat who
survived at McCGee's Pass, is just a ways behind them Nanook rendezvoused
with her to reassure her and protect her nost of the way, but he left to
return to us so we wouldn't worry about the kids anynore. He says the village
must be good to Shush. She needs to be safe again.”

"She's not the only one. Wen does he expect themall to arrive, Sean?
|'ve been getting quite worried."

Sean shrugged. "Probably by nightfall.” H's armtightened about her
"No point in wasting energy backtracking. Nanook says they're okay."

"Run that past ne again, Sean, about one cat, surviving at McGee's Pass?
Only one? What happened to the others? | thought the cats were cared for in
all the villages, the way C odagh | ooks after the ones in Kilcoole."

And they | ook after her. Yes, that's very serious news to ne. too. A
village with only one surviving cat is a village in very serious trouble."

"Sean, what did we |let those children in for?"

"We' || know soon enough," he said, putting an arm around her shoul ders
in confort and reassurance. "The fact that Nanook has stayed here neans
they're okay, no matter what el se. See what | brought you for your dinner
| ove?" And he held up the pair of rainbowscaled fish as long as his forearm
and consi derably thicker

"Ch, good, Ardis has sone potatoes left, and we thawed carrots and
onions. Bunny and Diego'll be hungry when they get here."

"Yes, and we, too, for their news."



When Bunny and Di ego, who was carefully supporting the wounded Dinah in
his arms, arrived at dusk, the evening neal was ready but remmi ned uneaten
while nore inmportant matters were attended to.

Bunny nodded once at the six place settings at the table. "How did you
know we were com ng?" she asked. "Oh, | know. Nanook, of course. He started
to run past us, stopped |long enough for a sniff, and ran away. W didn't see
himreturn though."

"He saw you, though,"” Sean replied. "He was going to the aid of an
orange cat from McGee's Pass. | don't suppose you saw her on the way?"

But Bunny didn't answer; shook her head, preoccupied. Her attention had
been captured by wat ching the nmovenents of Ardis's gentle hand sew ng up
D nah's wounds, setting the five broken ribs and the hind | eg bone. She
splinted the tail, too, but feared that all nerve connections m ght have been
severed. Dinah had nmanaged to convey to Diego that after the man had cl ubbed
her with his staff, he'd caught her by the tail and sl amed her against the
nearest tree.

Di ego had been a thundercloud ready to burst until Ardis had reassured
himthat, except for the possible damage to her tail, the |l ead dog woul d
conpletely recover fromher mstreatnent. Wile this was going on, Bunny gave
a quick resune of the situation of the cowed and subjugated fol ks at MCee's
Pass, Satok's activities, and the unthinkable sealing of the cave.

"What Bunny doesn't say," Diego began, as Fingaard gently transferred
Dinah to a thick blanket near the hearth, "was what that Satok dammed near did
to her."

"I't's what he's done to the planet that's nore awful," Bunny
contradicted himwith a fierce ook, and tears started in her eyes. "I could
escape, but oh, Uncle Sean, he's made it inpossible for anyone to talk to the
pl anet at MGee's Pass."

"He was going to rape you!" Diego said, alnmost shouting.

"He's already raped our planet!" Bunny yelled back, fists on her waist,
body inclined angrily toward Di ego.

"Bunny! Diego!" Sean said, snapping out their nanes in a quiet but
very firmvoice. "Now that D nah's safe, you can take turns while we all eat,
giving us a conplete telling of what happened at McGee's Pass."

"Quite right," Ardis said, pushing first one and then the other young
person to a seat at the table while Fingaard brought over the baked fish
Yana qui ckly added the vegetable bows to the table, and order was restored as
appetites were attended to.

"Di ego's making a song about it, too," Bunny said.

Diego glared at her, a mix of irritation, pleasure, and artistic
i ndignation. "lIt's nowhere near ready."

"I't'"ll be sone song when it is, | can tell you that,"
beanming at him

Bunny sai d,

"We'll listen very closely whenever the song is ready. Diego," Ardis
sai d reassuringly.



"Now, step by step, please,’
report.

Sean said, bringing themback to the

None of the adults interrupted the two youngsters, as they gave a very
credible narration of all that had happened, each giving due credit to the
other and to Krisuk's efforts. Both Sean and Fingaard had themrepeat severa
poi nts, such as the question of the Petraseal and how far it extended into the
cave, and all the details of Satok's background that Bunny had so cleverly
wheedl ed out of him

"You sly and cl ever puss," Sean had said, ruffling her hair with

af fectionate approval. Wen he saw Diego scow darkly, he ruffled the boy's,
too, |aughing when Diego pulled away. "She is ny niece, lad. You're |ucky
I"'mwilling to share her conpany with you!"

"Huh?" was Diego's stunned response.

"Now, " Fingaard said, taking charge, his roughened scal e-scarred finger
maki ng circles on the wooden table, "we have an eneny who needs watching. W
have a cave that has been damaged. Can this Petraseal be dissol ved?"

"Yes, but the chem cal conmpound of such a solvent is not avail able at
SpaceBase, " Sean sai d.
"It'd take barrels of solvent," Diego said, widening his eyes as he
estimated the area to be resurrected. "An awful lot."
"Yes," Sean said. "Any solvent strong enough to dissolve Petrasea
m ght very well be nore harnful to Petaybee than the Petraseal is."

"If this has been done at McCGee's Pass where the people are just like
us, only vul nerable fromnot having a shanachie for so long," Ardis said,
frowning in concern, "can it have been done el sewhere, too? 1Is it so easy for
this Satok to m slead people so they can fail to hear the planet?

"That thought had al so occurred to ne,"
"W canme here with a specific purpose ... "

Sean sai d and sighed heavily.

Fi ngaard's great hand cane down on Sean's shoul der "There is nmuch we can
do now t hat we know what has happened, ny friend, and you can pursue your
personal quest which, | have conme to feel, is as inmportant as this new
probl em"

"Then you believed that Aocifa and Mala were right that there'd been an
under sea passage to the south fromthe ford caves? |If they were right, we
coul d establish conmuni cations, maybe even a trade route, with the southern
continent w thout conpany technol ogy for air travel or ice-breaking ships.”

Fi ngaard nodded solemly several tines. "In ny father's tine creatures
energed fromthe caves that were born on | and, and not undersea, and not here
in the north. Mla sent his track-cat back, but she had been badly injured.
Only the great loyalty these creatures have for those they | ove could have

kept the beast going until it reached us. W searched, as you know, as far as
we could, but the cavern roof had collapsed and our way was bl ocked." This
time his nod was full of sorrowful regret. "But we also saw nothing of Aoifa

or her track-cat, Ugraine, so perhaps they were able to go further."

Sean laid his hand on Fingaard's arm |ooking up at the | arge, concerned
face. Now that |'ve seen the site, | think there's a chance that night have



happened. | was going to conme here and | ook before, but the accident took us
all by surprise and | was del ayed, what with arrangenments to be made for Bunka
and all, and then, when we held a night chant in their honor in our village,
got a definite sense that both of themwere gone. Feeling that, | couldn't
bring nmyself to cone. Now that | have seen the tunnel, however, | get a
little different sense of things. Soneone could have got out, got to the
other side. | owe it to nyself and to the fanmily to explore that

possibility."

They were all startled by an unearthly screeching that penetrated the
thick wall of the stone house. It rose and fell, deepened and split into
savage howls. Gowing deep in his throat, Nanook lifted his head fromhis
paws, and his expression was one of offended dignity and di sgust. Sean
started to |laugh, a tuneful descant to the cacophony outside.

"Why does that awful caterwauling nake you | augh, Sean Shongili?" Yana
demanded. The noise was earsplitting.

Ardi s gave a disgusted expression. "The village tons are courting, not
that | ever renenber them maki ng that much noi se before.™

Wping tears fromhis eyes, Sean nanaged to control himself enough to
expl ai n.

"It's Shush.” He turned to Bunny and Diego. "The MCGee's Pass cat."

"Shush nade it here?" Delighted, Bunny started to rise, only to have
Sean push her firmy back into her chair.

"Don't interfere with her right now, honey. She wouldn't appreciate
it." And he started to rock with laughter once nore.

"Sean Shongili, that's not enough of an explanation!" Yana conpl ai ned.

Unabl e to speak, Sean waggl ed his hand at Nanook who, w th great
condescensi on, spoke to Bunny. Once she got the nmessage straight, she started
to giggle, too.

"Not the pair of you!" Yana said. She felt she could use a laugh right
now with the rest of them

"Shush was the last cat in MGee's Pass," Bunny said, and there were no
toms for her. | think she's making up for a lot of l|ost opportunities!"”

"Do they have to do it here, and now?" Ardis protested.

"Now, lass," Fingaard said, grinning as he pulled his wife close to him
"you' ve sounded sonmewhat |ike that yourself a time or two when |'ve returned
froma | ong voyage."

Half-irate, Ardis tried to push her huge spouse away from her, batting
vainly at his hands while everyone joined in the [aughter. "Never like that.
you big oaf!"

One nore excruciating cry jarred their eardruns, and then there was
bl essed sil ence.

"Well, then," Sean said, "let's turn in and get a good night's sleep
W' ve an expedition to start " He turned queryingly to Ardis.



"Ch, Johnny brought all the gear you need, and rations for twce the
di stance,” Ardis said, flicking her hand to the outside storage shed. Then
she rose, gathering plates up as she did so. Yana and Bunny were instantly on
their feet, followed al nost i medi ately by D ego.

The cottage was very shortly occupi ed by sleepers, so no one noticed the
smal | orange-striped cat who crept in wearily but utterly fulfilled and curl ed
up near the hearth.

Johnny Greene was not at all happy to | eave Geedee, how coul d anyone
lunber a child with a disgusting nanme |ike Goat-dung, anywhere in the vicinity
of Matthew Luzon, though he had perfect faith that she would be safe with
Lonci ana Ondel acy and her fanily.

He was especially worried because the child seenmed far too content to be
in Luzon's presence, |ooking up eagerly when he spoke and tripping all over
herself to answer his every question. Who the frag had ever said that kids
could tell scoundrels from saints?

And Luzon, the old hypocrite, was a real snoothie when reassuring the
poor frightened and self-deprecating kid, while conveying at the same tine how
fortunate she was that he wanted to talk to her. Frag, she practically
apol ogi zed for breathing the same air they did.

Johnny hadn't wanted to take Matthew al ong when he went to | ook up his
ol d shipmate Loncie, now a grandmot her and one of the community | eaders of
Sierra Padre. But Mtthew had ponpously declared that he was deternmined to do
his duty as ranking conpany official in seeing that the girl had 'a suitable
pl acenent', and Geedee had | ooked up at himwith wi de eyes and clung to his
hand.

In the twenty years or so since Loncie had retired and returned to
Pet aybee, she had acquired quite a bit of weight, an air of authority far
exceedi ng that she had wi elded as a chief petty officer, and an incredibly
large family. Now al nbst as round as she was tall, she wore her thick black
hair, still only lightly threaded with silver, in an array of braids, secured
to her head with an intricately carved and i nmensely val uabl e, Johnny saw
Matt hew | ooking at the artifact covetously, ivory conb that had not cone from
any creature supposedly native to this planet.

"Ah, pobrecita!" Lonciana cried when she saw the girl. She barely
acknow edged Johnny's cautious introduction of Mtthew Luzon and his
assistant. |Instead, she lifted and clasped to an anmple bosomthe startl ed,
wi de-eyed, scrawny waif. "Que lastima! What has life been doing to you?" Her

bl ack eyes snapped with anger directed at Matthew
"Easy, now, Loncie," Johnny said. "W found her on the flats. She says
she's fromsonme hell hole called the Vale of Tears."

Lonci e sucked her breath in between her teeth and her eyes narrowed
angrily.

"W have heard of such a place," she said. "Tsering Gonzal es's boy, who
was never right in the head, he said he was going there. He had heard of the
pl ace from soneone who cane trading poorly made cloth for supplies-the man had
a boy with him The boy ran away and long after Jetsun left, Tsering heard
tales the boy had told the famly that took himin. It is a terrible place.
They beat and frighten the children with the nost outrageous superstitious
nonsense and call it religionl O so |I've heard tell."



Matt hew Luzon | ooked as if someone had just given hima gift and opened
his mouth to speak, but Loncie had returned to her new charge. "Never m nd
pobrecita, you are safe here with Lonci ana Ondel acy. "

Johnny didn't want Loncie to take a wily bastard |ike Luzon too lightly,
and flashed her a rather urgent glance, which she caught and i mediately
understood. Turning to Luzon, she radi ated her own considerabl e charm

"Do be seated, npbst gracious Senior Luzon and rescuer of this little
scrap of humanity. Pabl o, have you not brought the wine? Carnelita, you and
| sabella see to the needs of this little one.”

She put the child on her feet and gently pushed her toward two daughters
who woul d undoubtedly rival their nother for size and beauty. They smled
wi nningly at the child, who was nearly catatonic with such unwarranted
treatment.

"And how is the nina called, Juanito?" she asked Johnny.

It took hima long noment to answer, but with Loncie |ooking at him so
hard, he had no escape.

"She says her nanme is Goat-dung!”

"Ay, de mio!" And Lonciana's hands went heavenward. "Tsering did say
that they name their young in such a way, to shame and humliate them but it
is beyond ny lips to formsuch a name in front of the innocent ears of nmy own
children."

"But, mamacita, we know that goats make dung," Carnelita said, giggling.

"Coats do not make | os ninos wear such names. Pobrecita we will call
you, little one. Take her, bathe her, and see what of your sisters' clothing
will clad her decently. | will come and see to her injuries while, Pablo
where is the wine? Ah, here, and biscuits. Ch, you are so clever, m
esposo!" And she beamed on the wiry little man who was entering the room
carrying yet another beautiful artifact to astound Luzon.

This was a silver tray, some of its fine etching cleaned to the copper
bel ow the plating, covered with a fine white lace cloth, with a glass decanter
and some very pl ebeian shot gl asses of the type to be seen in any Interga
bar .

Seni or Pabl o, whose | ast name Johnny didn't catch, it probably wasn't
Ondel acy, since that was the nane he had known Lonci e by when she was a senior
chief, was a perfect foil for his wife. He was as quiet as Loncie was
ver bose, and he showed to Matthew Luzon the deference and respect due to any
sneaky and poi sonous creature. Pablo gravely insisted that Don Matthew rnust
take the heavy arnthair, so incongruous anong the rest of the utilitarian
furni shings, and gave himfirst pick of the refreshnments.

In his turn, Matthew seened intrigued by Pablo, who sported a
di stingui shed silvered goatee and sideburns. He was rem nded of an extrenely
val uabl e painting that he had seen once in a nmuseum on old Terra.

Though Matthew si pped suspiciously at the beverage served him Johnny
enj oyed the resinous flavor that was nminor fire in his nouth and left a
not - unpl easant after taste.

The biscuits were lighter than Johnny had expected, and sort of cheesy in



flavor, which nade sense, since there were goats in a pen in the back of the
house.

He saw Luzon's gaze roving around the room taking in a nunber of
uncomon objects, like the flute and the beribboned guitar hung over a fine
white fur, both well above the reach of small hands. Another object, that
Johnny at first assunmed to be a goat skin drinking bag with various |engths of
pi pe stuck fromit, was actually a mnusical instrument, too, as Pabl o expl ai ned
when he caught Johnny's curious gaze, the Basque bagpi pes.

However, none of them said nuch, since the noise of Goat-dung's
attendants made any conversation difficult, even if Senior Pablo had been so
inclined. Braddock |ooked better after his first sip of the |liquor and was
casting a judicious eye on the furs that covered the walls and fl oor
Lonci ana kept exclaimng over this and that, arguing over items of clothing
and demandi ng others until Matthew began to wonder just how long it took to
cl ean one scrawny child and dab ointnent on a few scratches. He was totally
unprepared for Lonciana's dramatic re-entrance with the clean and not only
neatly but flatteringly clothed child.

Johnny Greene sat bolt upright in his chair as if he were seeing a
ghost.

"This nina," declared Lonciana, fists planted on her broad hips, "has
been constantly beaten with rods. Her ribs have been cracked on severa
occasions and | distinctly feel the thickening of several bones in both arns
and | egs where she has had fractures. She has obviously been starved all her
life, if she has had the msfortune to live in that Vale of Tears," Loncie

spat to one side, "that is not unlikely."

Washed and attractively clothed, the child | ooked even nore wan and
under nouri shed.
"Now we eat," Lonciana stated. At a clap of her hands, nore children
appeared fromthe unseen regions of this incredible house, each bearing
el ements of the meal and the utensils with which to eat it. Seating La
Pobreci ta beside her, Lonciana herself fed the child, who did not seemto know
what to do with either spoon or fork

Lonci e's maternal presence was too overwhel ming not to be threatening to
Luzon, who began coaxing the girl into describing her home and her conpani ons.

"Don Matthew, perhaps it is not wise to renmind the nina of such
matters," Pablo ventured deferentially, but Luzon swept aside his objections.

"Nonsense, ny dear man. Do you know not hi ng of psychot herapy? Wy, the
very best thing for the child is to discuss her traumas and her feelings about
them to speak out fully of everything which disturbed her. Only then can she
be purged of her fears. Confrontation is the very best nedicine in cases like
this."

Lonci ana and the daughters who had tended the child were stunned as she
fairly bl ossomed under his interrogation. Black eyes snapped with concern as
Luzon deftly elicited information fromthe girl. On his side of the table,
anong the Ondel acy boys, Johnny | ost his appetite watching Luzon, who, despite
all of his protests of horror and synpathy, obviously was being fed exactly
the kind of dirt he had hoped to dredge up. The nman's ill-concealed relish of
the child s story turned Loncie's savory neal into bile in his nouth.

Well, he'd done what he could and found the child safe harbor. Luzon



could question all he wanted, but he wouldn't be able to force the child away
fromLoncie and her famly any nore easily than he would be able to force her
away from Johnny. Johnny was tenmpted to pick the kid up and take her back
north with himanyway, but he figured he would do better to high tail hinself
back north and make his report to Dr. Fiske, collect Sean and Yana, and fully
cover his own ass. But he did want themto see this kid. There was sonething
about her, something he couldn't quite put his finger on. Anyway, if he was
to do any real good, he would need reinforcenents.

He stood, bowed el aborately to his forner chief petty officer, her
spouse and brood, gave the child a bit of a salute, which Luzon returned, the
ass, with a sharp dismssive one, and returned to his copter. He didn't enjoy
flying it half as much on the way back as he expected. Qite aside fromthe
lingering stench of Braddock's puke, it felt contam nated.

Al t hough this southern continent should have been deep into the autummal
season and its ground surfaces well frozen up for smooth snocling, the Big
Freeze had not yet occurred, a matter which caused consi derabl e concern anong
the Sierra Padreans. This bunch were of very m xed ethnic origins; sone, |like
Loncie, were of Central and South Anerican origin, mainly fromthe Andes, and
over tine they had mxed with the few vol atil e hi gh-nmount ai n Basques, the
conbi nati on tenpered by a great many of the inperturbable Sherpas. Pabl o,
despite his resenblance to one of the characters in a painting by Goya, was
hal f Sherpa, half Basque. Wile Loncie, as a retired corps nmenber, kept her
birth name of Ondel acy, the fam |y nane was actually Chonpas.

Al of this information Matthew Luzon and Braddock skillfully extracted
fromthe famly after the nmeal was over and Johnny G eene had departed, a very
good thing since his presence definitely interfered with the rapport Matthew
wi shed to establish with this famly and, in particular, the girl they now
called 'Gta.

One thing that particularly excited Matthew was that the girl in no way
resenbl ed any of the Chonpas/Ondel acy family. Nor could he see her gray eyes
and light hair as placing her anong the African or Afghani residents of this
sector. No, she belonged to a different ethnic group than he had seen down
here thus far, and he was eager to learn if others at the Vale of Tears were
as different, both in appearance and outl ook, as she seemed to suggest.

He took polite |l eave of themthat night, and spent all the next day,
with only Braddock to help him trying to find alternative air transport.
Finally he settled for a snocle. He was warned that, since the thaws of
autum had | asted unusually late this year and wi nter was not yet fully upon
the continent, they m ght require many detours.

"Pl anet shoul d be colder in the high country though," granted the nan
who rented themquite a battered machine. Luzon suspected that the man had no
right to have access to one at all and, to add insult to injury, he charged
them a | arge enough deposit to buy a small space station. WMatthew sniled
sourly but paid, knowing he could easily confiscate the machine if he so
desired. But just now he desired to keep a |l ow profile.

In his preparations, he had already gathered that Sierra Padre would be
as fruitless as Bogota in his quest for those who didn't speak of 'the planet
or 'Petaybee' as if it were a friend or neighbor or possibly a close relative.
Such superstitious idiocy! He had high hopes for the girl's Shepherd How i ng,
however, whose nonsense was no | ess superstitious but in a nore useful vein
for Matthew s purposes.

Once provisions and ot her appropriate gear had been acquired and stowed



in the machi ne, Matthew awaited the nmoment to acquire the final piece in this
phase of his investigation

The girl played right into his hands. Wile the other children in the
huge woman's huge famly played at building a snow fort fromthe new snow of
the night before, Goat-dung, he, at least, would give her the proper nane
best owed upon her by her culture, sat alone beside a spindly birch next to the
pen containing goats. Maybe there was nore to her nane than just a conveni ent
identity.

Matt hew strolled up to her casually, saying, "Goat-dung. | require your
assi stance. "

"Sir, I amtold nmy nane is now 'Cita."
"By those who nean it kindly but do not know the significance of your
true name, yes. But you and | know that their kindness is nevertheless a

fal sehood, do we not? You were given your name for a reason.”

She dropped those pale cal f-eyes of hers and said in a tiny voice, "Yes,

sir.

"I wish to speak to this Shepherd How ing."

"I won't go back there!"™ she said with nore spirit than he thought she
had left. "I won't!"

"OfF course not, of course not, ny dear child. | understand your

feelings. You are deeply ashaned to have left the comunity under a cloud, to
have been unable to nmeasure up to the sinple things your shepherd required of
you. But I'msure he will forgive you and allow you to separate fromthe
conmunity once | explain to himthat you are nore val uable out here, to ne."
"To you, sir"
repl aced by awe.

she asked, the hysteria fading fromher voice and bei ng

"Why, yes," he said. "I need a research assistant who is native to this
pl anet, and who better than yourself? |If you work out, | will adopt you as ny
daughter."

"Your daughter, sir? This unworthy one?"

"Through hard work and appropriate behavior, you may yet becone wort hy.
But first you nust be very brave. Come along and | will show you what is
required.”

She got to her feet and took his hand, with only one backward gl ance at
t he house of her erstwhile guardian. He knew very well what he was doing. By
replacing the feared figure of the Shepherd Howing in her mnd with hinmself,
someone stronger, probably better spoken, and certainly nore rational, he
pl aced hinself in the role of both master and protector. ©Ch yes, she would
certainly obey himas unquestioningly as she had ever obeyed her, he sniled at
the quaint crudity of the primtive notion, betrothed.

On the way back north, Johnny radioed in a coded report to Wittaker
Fi ske, along with an inquiry about the clouded big cat that had kept Ceedee
conpany. It wasn't |like any track-cat he'd ever seen. He received a terse
acknow edgnent. "Received and acknow edged. | designed no such cat. Ask
Shongi li, Happy buzzard-watching. WF."



When Johnny finally stretched his legs at Harrison's Fjord, Sean, Yana,
Bunny, Di ego, and Nanook had already started on their journey down the cave
that had swal |l owed up Bunny's parents twel ve years before. The presence of
Li am Mal oney' s | ead dog sleeping by the fire in the Souni ks' house naturally
resulted in Johnny being brought up to date on all that had happened at
McCee' s Pass.

"Sat ok used Petraseal to block the planet off!" Something very cold
descended Johnny's backbone. "Frag it, Fingaard. Do you know how much of
that stuff is stocked at SpaceBase? Have you any idea what could happen if
anyone, Matthew Luzon in particular, found out what Petraseal can do to our
caves?"

Ardis's face was stricken. "The boy, Diego, has nmade a song of it."
"Well, let's just bl oody hope he doesn't sing it."

"He already has. What he had finished of it, at least," Fingaard said
in a deep bass whisper.

"Frag!" was Johnny's expl osive response. He was pensive for a long
nmonent and then, with one blink of his eyes, became the affable, carefree
copter pilot they knew so well. "1'd better get back and report in. Cotta
get refueled, and then | just gotta come back this weary way again. See ya!"
He tipped his peaked cap at Ardis and strode back to the copter, hands in his
pockets, whistling.

Wth Nanook padding along in front of them occasionally taking a short
tangent before com ng back, the four of them nmade forty klicks down into the
cave at Harrison's Fjord. Wthin the first hour they had swung away fromthe
path that led to the fjord' s planet place and started descending. The sl ope
was fairly steep at first, but soon began to have an easier gradient. Once
the Ium nescence lit their way, they had no need of the artificial hand beans
and carefully stowed them away.

"This isn't at all like the other caves |'ve been in," D ego renarked
when they reached the easier gradient.

"I doubt you'll find two even vaguely simlar," Sean said with a snile

"Have you been in all of then"

"No, | haven't. That'd take a lifetime, | think," Sean replied with a
grin. "My grandfather found the first one, nore of a cleft in the rock than a
real cave. He knew, of course, that there were cave systens just under the
surface. That's the way Terraform B works, but his finding the cleft was pure
chance. "

"Did it lead into sonething like this?" Yana asked, glancing about her
wi th the wonder and sense of wel come she always felt in a Petaybean cave.

"Not directly, according to granddad's notes, but he didn't have as nuch
chance to explore as he'd Iiked, since he was busy doi ng what he could to nake
it easier on the animals Intergal decided would adapt well to this climte."

Sean gave a snort at Intergal's needl ess arrogance. "G andnother |ocated the
hot springs at Kilcoole and went |ooking for others, with ny father strapped
to her back to hear himtell it, and ny ol dest aunt, the one ny sister, Aoifa,

was naned for, either on a sled or strapped to a curly-coat's back
Grandmot her really liked a decent hot bath every day and took one no natter
how far she had to tranmp to indulge herself." Sean grinned nostalgically, as



he had been a part of those forays. "I know she taught ne howto swm" He

gl anced quickly at Yana and wi nked. "My father and his two younger brothers
found and mapped nany of the caves we now know and use. | think I |earned
t heir where-abouts before | learned to spell.™

"\What happened to all your relatives?" D ego asked, rather anmazed that
anyone coul d have so nmany.

Bunny tried to shush him but Sean shook his head. "What else? MW
younger uncles joined Intergal, and my father continued his father's work as |
continue his."

"And the other Aoifa?" Diego was persistent.

Sean drew his brows together. "W never did find out. She went off on
one of her solo trips, she did a lot of hunting with her track-cats. About a
year |ater, soneone found the fur and bones of one of the cats, but we
couldn't tell howit had cone to die. That was all we ever found of her."

When they made canp for the night, Diego went off into what Bunny was
beginning to call his 'creative trance'. Hi s |lips noved now and then and odd
sounds blurted out, but he offered no performance. One respected a singer's
concentration.

They travel ed two nore days, steadily downward, past |akes bordered by
strange shapes, sone like trees dipped in silver or gold, |eaves, flowers, and
all. Cccasionally a mst wuld rise to acconpany them flow ng around their
feet as they noved and then, as abruptly as it had risen, disappearing. Tw ce
they had to find their way to the narrowest parts of rushing rivers and, with
Sean throwi ng the hook and line to some high point, swing over to the farther
shore.

The fourth day down they came to a thick barrier of fallen stalagmtes
and stalactites, junbled willy-nilly on top of each other |ike unstacked
firewood. Sean recognized this from Fingaard' s description as the cave-in
area. Beyond was a boom and a whooshi ng that suggested that the sea m ght
have fl ooded in after the collapse. Sean and Diego tried to work their way
over and around the various broken pieces, hacking occasionally at the nol ded
linestone. Only Diego's quick thinking kept Sean, in the |lead, fromtunbling
headl ong into the dark waters held back by the obstacles they had managed to
pass. For a long nonment, while Diego recovered his breath at Sean's near
escape from a dunki ng, Sean | ooked out across the waters, searching for sone
glimer of a distant shore.

They vaguely heard the shrill voices of the wonen and Nanook's odd
snarl .

"We're all right!" Sean yelled, cupping his hands, and his cry
reverberated. Then he | ooked chagri ned when they both heard the thunder of a
rock slide. "Most likely an ice calf,"” Sean said in a noderate tone. "Let's
get back. They're not in trouble, but sonething' s upset them™

They found the others near one of the rock piles at the outer edge of
the cave. Yana stood, hands cl asped behi nd her back, |ooking down, her face
bl eak.

"Nanook found it," she said, nodding to where Bunny was kneeling over
some object. Yana stepped aside so that Sean could see the sobbing girl, who
suddenly prostrated herself in a paroxysmof grief to touch with shaking,
tear-wet fingers the heel of a booted foot. The sole of another stuck out



fromunder a boulder of ice. Scored across the ice in all directions were the
ruts of the claws of Gonish the track-cat who had vainly tried to dig the man
out of his tomb. Frozen blood, still red, stained many of the deeper grooves.

Sean knelt beside Bunny, one arm around her as his other hand reached
out to touch the boot; he ran his fingers along the sole and what could be
seen of the ankle. The leather had | ong since frozen to the hardness of
st one.

Finally, distressed by his silent grieving, Yana touched his shoul der
He | ooked up at her, tears running down his cheeks.

"W could dig ... " she began.

Sean shook his head and rose, his arns hanging down by his sides. "He
already rests in the planet."

"Which killed him" Diego blurted out, and then stepped backward from
the |1 ook on Sean's face.

Sean sighed deeply, his expression repentant as he stepped forward to
touch Diego's arm "No, it is not a question of "kill' here.™

Bunny rose then, rubbing her wet cheeks against her arns. Diego
i mediately went to hold her in a close enbrace. She rel axed against him her
body still shaken with sobs.
"I do know that," Diego said over her bent head to Sean. "Bunny's
showed me that even though Petaybee can be a hard planet, it s fair. |
understand, Bunny, | really do," he said to the top of her head. "Wen you
hear ny song, you'll know. "

"And mne," Sean said softly.

Diego's eyes widened in respect. "I'd like to hear you sing, sir."
Al most absently, he snoothed Bunny's dishevel ed hair back fromher face in a
way that touched Yana deeply. Sean didn't miss it, either

"Uncl e," Bunny asked in a very tentative voice, "does that nmean ... ny

not her

Sean | ooked to the big cat, who scratched around the site, sniffing,
t hen brushed hard agai nst Sean's | eg and hand.
"Nanook says no," Sean said finally and the track-cat enphasized that
with a clear no and a sneeze.

Yana held her arnms wide in hel pl essness. "So what do we do now?"

"Well, 1," Sean said, "go on. |It's possible for me. You three go
back." He clasped D ego's shoulder firmy when the boy woul d have argued.
"You three can hel p spread the word of what happened at McGee's Pass. W
can't have that happeni ng anywhere else. O, if it has," Sean's expression
turned even bl eaker than it had when he accepted the death of his
brother-in-law, "keep the problemfrom spreading. Yana, could you find out
what di ssol ves Petraseal ? Something has to. W've got to clean up MCee's
Pass's cave system™

"Il find someone who knows how, but, " Yana caught back the thought at
first, until Sean's querying eyes made her continue. "Wat if Luzon finds out



what Petraseal can do to the planet?"

"Al'l the nore reason for us to know howto clean it up, but the people,
especially those who are with us al ready, nust be warned so they can protect
their places. Wth their lives, if necessary."

"You can count on us, Uncle Sean," Bunny said, standing upright in
Di ego' s enbrace, her face stern with resol ve.

"I know that. Now, let's eat and get sone rest,"
gui di ng everyone away fromthe ice mausol eum

he said, adroitly

Sonetime during an uneasy sleep that night, Yana felt Sean's |lips on her
cheek and forehead, his hands stroking her, pausing on her gravid belly. Wen
she woke the next norning, his clothing, enpty of his body, was arranged
against her as if he still occupied it.

When the others woke, Yana had had time to bundle up Sean's things so
that Di ego woul dn't ask unanswerabl e questions. The boy was appal |l ed enough
to think that Sean Shongili had gone on all by hinself.

"He's mad. How could he possibly survive in an arctic ocean? | don't
under stand you, Bunny. How can you just sit there eating breakfast as if this
was just another day, when your own uncle, "

"My own uncle has ways not possible for us," she said equably.

"What'd he do? Call a tube whale for a ride?" Diego asked
sarcastically.

Yana and Bunny exchanged gl ances.

"Sonet hing like that," Bunny said, gnawi ng on her jerky neat.

"I"ve seen himdo it," Yana said, seeing that D ego was working hinself
up into quite a state. "You know he's got a way with animals."

"Yes, but he's |left Nanook here."

Nanook gave Diego a | ong and nmeasuring | ook and a soft soothing sound
started deep in the track-cat's belly, half purr, half reassurance.

"I just don't understand you people!" Diego said, throwi ng his hands up
in the air in resignation.

"You're getting closer, though," Bunny said. She smiled up at himand
patted the rock beside her. "Sit and eat. W've a ways to go today. And
you've got to finish your song before we get back to Harrison's Fjord."

"You' ve one to do, too, you know," he snapped at her
"Di ego!" Yana snapped right back as she would to an insolent trooper

"Sorry," he nuttered, and sat down and gnawed his anger away on his own
strip of jerky.

Coaxt!l did not entirely desert her youngling. The airship was simlar
to ot her nmachi nes she had expertly dodged before. They often held people who
had proved dangerous to her kind. She followed it on swift paws, venturing
perilously near to a human-place, and there, on a hillock over |ooking the



habi tati ons, she found herself a place where she and the Hone seened as one,
and wat ched and wai t ed.

She did not see where the youngling went, but she saw when the airship
flewinto the sky again, carrying only one of the men with it.

A night passed, a day, and another night, and still Coaxtl waited, and
she saw a | and machi ne that could run very fast, and which she |iked no better
than the flying kind, scuttle toward a den. A man clinbed out of it and she
recogni zed himas the white-tailed one of the bad scent. He walked to a pl ace
where young ones were playing and there, so still that even Coaxtl's searching
eyes had not spotted her, sat the youngling, small and still as the tree
agai nst which she waited while the other human cubs frolicked in the snow

After a time, the youngling rose and followed the white-tailed one to
the I and nmachi ne, which Coaxtl saw contai ned another man al ready and many
objects. The machine sped out of the town, past the hillock where Coaxtl
wai ted, and back out toward the plains. Coaxtl knew, w thout knowi ng how she
knew, that the man was taking the youngling to that place fromwhich she had
escaped.

This seenmed foolish to Coaxtl. Foolish of the white-tail to take the
youngl i ng back to where she obviously did not want to be, and foolish of the
girl to go. It did not make sense to Coaxtl why the girl would return to the

bad place she had fled. Therefore, since it did not nake sense, it could not
be true. Therefore, the child did not wish to go back. Therefore, the nen
did not have the youngling' s best interests in nmind, and such interests were
once nmore protected only by Coaxtl. Therefore, Coaxtl followed, keeping to
cover when she could and traveling faster and nore quietly than the cloud
shadows she resenbl ed

Luzon headed in the direction of the Vale of Tears, right into the
ri sing sun, which, despite the snow gl are goggl es he wore, made driving very
difficult.

The girl had been very little help, being too ignorant to know the use
of a map. She could sinply point out the general direction she had been
traveling when he had first seen her with the cat. He hoped she woul d be of
nore use |ater.

The child spoke not at all now, crouching in the pull-down junp seat
behi nd him her ragged-nailed fingers clutching the safety webbing as if her
life depended on its protection. That annoyed Matthew, who consi dered hinself
an extremely capable driver. He fixed his gaze on the so-called track he had
to follow, while Braddock kept his eyes glued on the conpass when the terrain
made it necessary to detour about obstacles even the sturdy snocle coul dn't
run over. Only once did the girl make a sound, a sort of half-stifled cry of
relief.

"What was that all about, little one?" he asked, trying to sound as
beni gn as he coul d.

"Nnnunununn not hi ng, gracious sir," she said, and he had the vague
i mpression that she had to turn her head back to the front to answer him He
glanced in the mirror but could see nothing but snow plains and patchily
covered nount ai ns behind them

"I't nmust have been sonething. You haven't said a word since we left.
Are you not happy in my company?"



"You are gracious, sir.
"Then share your thoughts with ne."

"Ch, sir, I'mnost definitely not worthy to share anything with anyone.
It was only that | saw a pretty shadow. "

Matt hew i mredi ately knew that for a prevarication, as he could see
not hi ng anywhere that might qualify as a pretty shadow. " Because he didn't
wish to drive the tinmorous girl so far into her shell that she would be even
| ess comuni cative than she was already, he let the matter drop

It took four days by snocle to reach the Vale. CGoat-dung rode in msery
and, when she was allowed, in silence. The journey was nmuch for her as sleep
had been in the Vale, a respite, a brief tinme away, but always with the
know edge that she would wake within the Vale.

She was not traveling with Dr. Luzon because of his promises to free
her, to adopt her. No, she knew better than to hope for such things, and
besi des, she was not the sort of person that anyone thought inportant enough
to keep their pronmises to. She rode with hi mbecause she knew, as she had
al ways known, with a dull, dreading certainty, that sooner or |ater she would
wake up, end up, back in the Vale. Wen she had been with Coaxtl in her Hone,
she had for a time hoped to be free. Wth Coaxtl, who was free above al
el se, it had seenmed reasonable to hope for freedom As soon as she was back
anong peopl e, even happy, |aughing, squabbling people, people who were too
i gnorant to know that she did not deserve their pity, people who surely lied
to pretend they were able to care about her, as soon as she was with them she
knew she was destined to return to the Vale.

And who better than Dr. Luzon, who was |ike and yet unlike the Shepherd
Howl i ng, to take her there? He did not strike her or try to touch her dirty
secret places. He did not, in fact, seeminterested in her at all. The only
harm he did was to batter her ears constantly w th questions about the Vale,
about the Shepherd, about the Wsdoms and the Great Monster. He battered her
about Coaxtl, too, but she would say nothing of the big cat, even to Dr.

Luzon.

During the day, mle after mle of snow sped past the snocle's w nd
bubbl e-snowy hills, snowy plains, snowy valleys, snowy hills again. They sped
past hal f-frozen rivers and slushy places they had to detour around, through
forests and over land too high for forest to grow, past rabbit tracks and
noose tracks and the tracks of horses. She wondered if these horses wore
horns, like one she had glinpsed long ago. At first, it was exciting to
travel over land so fast, but the excitenent soon pal ed when she realized how
qui ckly she was returning to the one place she did not want to be!

Ni ghts were bad because that's when the questions began, so that she had
t he Shepherd's teachings ringing in her ears as she fell asleep, just as she
al ways had in the Vale

Only one piece of know edge nade all bearable, sonething only she knew,
that just behind the hill, or hunkered down in a nearby bush, or back in the
trees, or watching fromthe rimof a valley, a |one clouded shape vigilantly
foll owed and stood guard at night. And when she woke at night sweating in her
new warm w nter clothing, she would hear a purr inside her nmind, fromout of
t he darkness, and the song of Coaxtl would lull her to sleep again.

Sl eep, youngling
Sl eep and dream



O when your eyes will open

Sl eep, youngling

Sl eep and dream

O the day when your tail will he |long

Sl eep and dream

Sl eep and dream

Safe in the Honme you'll be throbbed into slunber
Safe in the Honme you'll be crooned to all day
Sl eep, youngling

Sl eep and dream

At twilight we two will go hunting.

When this happened, sonetinmes the bad dreanms did not return; sonetimnmes
she woke wi thout fearing the daylight.

Such a ni ght had passed before the day when they reached the Vale.
Pani c rose and choked off her breath as she | ooked down into the Vale, which
now was nuddy, but w thout water, and with a new coat of ice and snow.

She wanted to say "Stop!"™ to Dr. Luzon, but he would not have |i stened.
Instead, he called to Braddock to drive recklessly down into the Val e,
wher eupon they were i medi ately surrounded by the Faithful

Most of them had never seen a snocle before. Sone cried out in alarm
"The Great Monster!"

O hers said, "No, an angel of the conpany.”

But when they saw her, people didn't know what to think. Ascencion
whom she saw on the edge of the crowd, gave her a hard | ook and then turned,
to appear a short tine later with the Shepherd hinsel f.

The Shepherd | ooked smaller, sonehow, and rather ordinary, not |arger
than life as he usually appeared. Hi s chin was snoboth, to show his purity
over other nen, who nust wear whiskers. His hair was cut short for the sane
reason, although the wormen were never, ever to cut theirs unless they were
bei ng shamed for sone wr ong.

He did not, at first, ook very friendly to Dr. Luzon, though he
retained that air of peaceful detachment and conplete calmhe carried with him
at all tinmes when he wasn't preaching, until he fell into a terrible rage.

But now he spoke softly. "W are a solitary and forsaken people, living apart
on the hideous nonster that is the back of this world. Wy have you di sturbed
us?"

Matt hew Luzon said, a slight yearning entering his tone that Coat-dung
had not heard there before, "Wy, we have conme to you for wi sdom of course
good Shepherd. | am Dr. Mtthew Luzon, an investigator for the conpany, and
this is nmy assistant, Braddock Makem The child you know. "

"I know her," the Shepherd said, his cal mess turning cold as his eyes
touched CGoat-dung's face. "She is a traitor who has run fromthe light. What
busi ness has a conpany investigator got with her or with ne?"

"I am a special sort of investigator, Shepherd," Matthew explained. "It
is my job to purge the conpany's holdings of lies that corrupt and nislead the
people. Many on this world lie about its nature, seek to make us believe it
is not nerely a planet, but a sentient organi sm whose natural events have
intent and intelligence behind them The girl told me of your teachings.
bel i eve you know the truth and would learn it fromyou. | would have you



testify before the conpany about this truth, as well."

"The conpany needs ny testinony?" the Shepherd asked. Goat-dung woul d
have suspected he'd be delighted. After all, in his teachings, the conmpany
was the great force that had changed all of their lives and cast theminto
angui sh at the nercy of the G eat Monster. He seened to be weighing his words
when he answered, "This gives ne nuch to ponder. | will do a teaching this
evening. You may attend. But there is another matter between us. This girl

"She told ne of your teachings, Shepherd. She's inpressed me very mnuch,
and | would like to retain her as ny research assistant."

"That is inpossible. W are betrothed. Tonight will be our deferred
weddi ng night. After the teaching, there will be a feast, and then she shal
cl eave unto ne even as her nother did."

Matt hew turned to Coat-dung with a nockery of happy surprise on his
face. "Wy, Coat-dung! Congratul ations."

She hung her head.

Ascenci on came forward and took her in charge and |l ed her away to the
makeshi ft tent-shed that was the newly rebuilt wedding hut, while her
sel f-procl ai med rescuer ignored her plight to court her chief tornentor. As
she shuffled al ong behi nd Ascenci on, however, she heard the Shepherd tel
Matt hew, "After the wedding, she will no | onger be Goat-dung. Everyone mnust
address her, as befits ny wife, by her new nane, Dol ores."

Dol ores: Full of woe. What could be nore appropriate for her?
CGoat -dung thought. No, in her mnd, she would think of herself as 'Cita.

She all owed herself to be dressed in the cerenpnial "Taking Gown," the
cl oak-1i ke gown that all of the chosen wonmen wore when the Shepherd took them
to wife. Once garbed, she was left alone to wait hopel essly for her wedding,
until there were shouts fromthe far end of the Vale and in her mind she heard
Coaxtl's voice saying: Another one comes! Fear himnot but treat himwell and
care for his wounds. On his safety depends your own and mne, and that of al
the people, for the Hone | oves this one well.

Chapter 11

Yana, Di ego, and Bunny were recovering fromtheir often treacherous
uphill clinb back to the cave entrance at Harrison's Fjord. Ardis told them
they had m ssed Johnny G eene's return, so they spent two nore days anxiously
wai ting before his copter set down again. They ran out to neet him ducking

under the still-whirling rotors. He |ooked very tired, as if he hadn't sl ept
i n days.

When the noi se of the bl ades stopped, he said, "I know|'mlate, but
there was sonething | had to get done, pronto, schnell, fast. And | got news,
too." He hauled his backpack fromunder the pilot's seat. "First let nme have

a hot bath and get eight hours."
"Where're you fitting a decent neal in?" Ardis asked, scowing at him

"While |I'mbathing, Ardis, |love, and anything you have ready'll suit ne
fine," he said with his charismatic smle. "You re back soon, or did you go?"



he asked Yana as she, Diego, and Bunny started back down to the Souni k house.
"Ch," he added, noticing the sudden tears formin Bunny's eyes, and he threw a
conforting arm about her shoul ders.

"My father," Bunny said in a choked voice
"Cave-in," Yana added.
"My synpathi es, Buneka," Johnny said formally.

"I't's not as if | knew himas a father,"
shrug.

she said and gave a little

"Sean's gone on, hoping to find traces of Aoifal" Yana said.

Then Johnny grinned with pure m schief. "Marm on Al genei ne took her
folks and the five assistants Matthew nmade the ni stake of |eaving behind to
t he cave where the planet spoke to us after the vol cano erupted.”

n \N]at ?II
He grinned again at the astoni shed chorus that conment elicited. "Yup."

"And?" Di ego demanded.

"Well, they were gone thirty hours ... " Johnny said, and paused, his
eyes twinkling as he deliberately | engthened the telling of his story. "And
Searmus Rourke and Rick O Shay said it was one of the nicer visitations they've
ever had."

"Yes, but what happened to Luzon's guys? And Marmi on? And Sally and

"Marmon took MIlard and Sally. Faber was off doing some ot her
errand, " Johnny supplied when Yana faltered.

"Seanus swears there's been very subtle changes in all of them Can't
see it myself, but Seanus is nore in tune with the planet's ways than I am
Says their hearts are altered even if they don't think their mnds have been
and we'll have to wait and see what happens. As far as they're concerned,
they spent only a half hour or so in a nmisty cavern and lost thirty working
hours.” Johnny's grin was as broad as it could get, his eyes alnost lost in
the folds of his cheeks. "I'll have to trust himon this one. This is one
time the planet's too sly even for ne."

"Nothing at all noticeable? They didn't have the drean®"
Yana asked. The dream actually, a sort of experiential enotional history of
what the planet had undergone during its relatively short lifetinme, that she
had shared with Johnny, Sean, the Wittakers, and others shortly before they
were rescued woul d have been quite a revelation for Matthew s physically fit
boyos. She would have |iked to have heard that they'd got the full treatnent
so they'd know beyond a shadow of a doubt how the planet felt about what was
bei ng done to it.

"I wouldn't worry, Yana,"
enbraced, nodded w sely, too.

Johnny said, and Bunny, still closely

"I just hope so. Because ..

Johnny shook his head, released Bunny, and stopped. "Lemme get a bath,



some food, and sone sleep, and we'll talk when nmy head's clearer. OCkay?"

So they relented and tried to find other things to do to occupy
t hensel ves whil e Johnny slept, so tired that Ardis swore he didn't nove arm or
leg fromthe noment he lay down on the bed.

The curly-coats needed groom ng, which took a good hour and a half while
Nanook sunned hinself on the terrace. That seened to be the focal point for
all the felines of Harrison's Fjord. Even Shush the Survivor was there, the
reci pi ent of many rubbi ngs and strokings and |ickings.

Yana, easing back nuscles for a nmonent as she was tackling the natted
under bel Iy of her pony, wondered at the attentions Shush was receiving.

"Do they do that to every newconer? she asked Bunny.

Shush had put on a good deal of flesh in the scant week she'd been at
the Fjord and no | onger |ooked |ike a rack of orange-skinned bones and
pat heti c eyes.

Bunny | ooked over and grinned. "Naw, they're educating her. Nanook
sai d somet hi ng was necessary since the poor cat'd had no one to teach her how
to pass on nessages. Her nmother got killed before she could, so she's being
brought up to speed with the rest of O odagh's cats. And, " Bunny frowned,
because there were far nore cats there than there should have been. "There
must be nmessages coming in." She put down the body brush she'd been
vi gorously using on her pony and wal ked over to Nanook

"What's up?" she asked, sitting down beside himin a space made
avai l abl e by a resettlenent of nmany orange bodi es.

Li am Mal oney is not pleased at what happened to Di nah, Nanook told her
The cat sat perfectly still and stared into Bunny's eyes through his own wi de
gol den ones, the nessage runbling into her nmind as all of the nore conplicated
messages did. The cat's vocalizations were linmted to the few short human
terms within the range of its speech centers. These |onger comunications
needed a bit nore concentration, especially with a neophyte recipient such as
Bunny or Yana Maddock. Wth Sean Shongili it was a different natter
altogether. Talking to Sean was second nature.

Bunny sighed. "I knew Liam woul d be upset but he does know she's
recovering and is being very well treated?"

Nanook licked a front paw briefly to indicate the affirmative. He
passes on that there is trouble at Deadhorse |ike what you found at MGCee's
Pass. Trouble also waits at Wellington and Savoy.

Bunny t hought about that. These were the four towns nost renote from
Kil cool e, and each of them had been reported by the cats as being in favor of
m ning. She couldn't help but wonder if each of the towns had al so had recent
changes in their shanachies. She gave a convul sive shudder. |If there were
any nore |ike Satok, the trouble was bigger than she'd ever conceived it could
be. And if all four of those villages had had their caves coated in Petrasea
She shuddered agai n.

"What el se?" she asked, sensing that Nanook was waiting for her to
absorb that information

Sat ok has been visiting these other villages. Satok has friends in al
of them The reports, by the way, are fromtrack-cats and feral cats. No



nore |ike Shush live in those villages.
"The hell he has!"

"What's the matter, Bunny?" Yana asked, startled by Bunny's |oud, angry
out bur st .

"But what can we do about it?" Bunny asked quickly, waving to Yana to
keep on wi th what she was doing.

Nanook licked the tip of his tail thoughtfully. C odagh has been
infornmed of all. There is nmore. Wen the pilot man goes south, we nust go
with him

"Sean's not in danger, is he?"

Nanook blinked. W go south, too. Then he stretched his |ong body out
across the sun warned stone of the wall, and Bunny knew he had fi ni shed
tal king to her.

She went back to Darby and picked up where she left off.

"What was that all about?" Yana asked. |eaning against Darby's runp.

"Nanook says we'd better go south with Johnny." She added hastily, "No,
Nanook doesn't think Sean's in trouble, but he does think we should go south."

Johnny Greene did, too.

"I'"d have to go back even if | didn't want to check up on the kid," he

said. "Whit wants nme to keep an eye on Luzon. Actually, | was supposed to
pick himup at Sierra Padre a couple of days ago." Johnny grinned
unrepentantly. "Had engine trouble."

Bunny cocked an eyebrow at Johnny.

"Ch, 1'll have a real one for Dr. Luzon," Johnny said, brushing aside
her skeptical reaction. "But | had a sudden prenonition, like, and since |I've
rarely had one that strong before that didn't turn out that | should have
listened nore closely, this time | did. So |l called in a few favors and
sorted the problemout. Just in case.” Then he grinned with all the abandon
of a boy who had just pulled the best practical joke in the world on his worst
eneny and there'd be no way of assigning guilt to him

"\What have you done, Captain G eene?" Yana asked, resuming her mlitary
attitude.

"Not hi ng, Major sir, to bother your head about.” He laid a finger
al ongsi de his nose and wi nked at her. But for all the amusenent in his eyes,
his expression told her she'd get no nore out of himand to let the matter be.

She nodded. "Something which will no doubt please me in days to conme?"

"I devoutly hope so, considering the effort I've put intoit. Now,
since I've had nmy bath, food, sleep, and nore food, let's | oad up. Nanook
wants you south, he gets you south. Ah, and you're comng along with us, are
you, Nanook?" The bl ack and white track-cat had strolled up to the copter and
was peering inside it. "He doesn't much like flying, you know, " Johnny added.
"Looki ng won't change the flight process, pal."



Nanook craw ed under the second row of passenger seats, tucked his tai
tight against his body, and laid his head on his paws. His whole attitude was
one of patient resignation to an inevitable fate.

"Well, he's stowed. Get yourselves aboard."” Johnny gestured for Bunny
and Diego to sit over Nanook, while Yana took the other front seat. Then he
handed around headphones so they could all conmunicate during the |ong journey
sout h

They knew sonet hi ng was wong the nonent Loncie cane to the door

"Luzon?" Johnny asked sinply, and got a stream of Andean invective that
was both colorful and inventive, the gist of it being that the son of a
scabrous tarantula had stolen La Pobrecita. Pointed inquiry around Sierra
Padre by the entire Ondel acy/ Chonpas clan had brought forth the information
that the vom tus spewi ngs of an excrenent-devouring |ong extinct reptile which
woul d eat its own nother w thout shame or serious second contenplation had
taken the only snocle in all of Sierra Padre, Lhasa, or any place this side of
Bogota, which was, as Juanito knew, a very long journey, especially at this
uncertain time of year.

"When did all this happen?" Johnny asked quickly.

"The day after you left, Juanito. | thought she would be safe playing
with my own ninos! | was a fool! A fooll™

Johnny was too angry to say anything nore. Mstly he was angry at
hi nsel f. He should have known Luzon would stop at nothing. At |east the man
hadn't hurt Loncie or one of her famly in the kidnappi ng-not that they'd ever
be able to prove it was a kidnapping. He nearly, but not quite, regretted the
two days he had taken to nake his private arrangenents. One thing was
certain: They'd have to nove, and nove fast, if they were to get the girl
away again. This tine he was |eaving her nowhere near Luzon

"Didn't she screan? O, or anything?" Bunny asked, pushing herself out
from behi nd Johnny's back

"She went willingly, fromwhat ny children know of it," Loncie said
"She feared the man, one could see that, but he was the sort she would foll ow
because he is what she is used to, what she has been taught to love. Well,
per haps not |ove, but soneone who acts as she expects people to act. She
cannot i magi ne anything else and so allows himto return her."

"She didn't accept it, though, did she?" Bunny demanded, not just of

Loncie but of all the adults and Diego. "She ran away, didn't she? W' ve got
to help her!"
Yana put her armreassuringly around the girl's shoulders. "That's what

we're here to do, Rourke. All the lady is saying is that the poor kid had
been so brai nwashed, she rejected happi ness because the concept was so
unfam liar that it was scary."

"Ah!" And Lonci ana nodded vi gorously. "You have said it. But, coneg,
enter. The evening neal is prepared and you nust eat. You will never find
this secret place fromwhich she comes in the darkness. Al so, you rnust tel
us all that is happening to bring such a planet-defiling dung-sucking |eech as
this Luzon to our world, and we nust sing together."

"Qur timng' s great, kids," Yana said, trying to inject a little bravado
into the currently denoralizing state of affairs. "W my have a song or two



to pass along ourselves. Was anyone fromthis village at Brenport?"

Lonci e's eyes brimred suddenly, and Yana understood the term ' dol orous
as she never had before. The wonman's chins trenbled and her nouth contorted
wi th sudden grief. Yana would have touched her arm but Pablo was there
al ready, his small frame supporting his wife's larger one |ike stee
scaf f ol di ng.

"Qur second son, Alejandro.”

To Yana's count that nmade the | ast of those from Petaybee who had died
in that incident. She heaved a sigh of relief and all owed herself to be
escorted into the house.

"Hey, a guitar!" The exclamation burst fromD ego's |ips and then he
flushed, realizing that his excitement was not quite suitable follow ng
nmention of those who died at Brenport.

"You like guitar?" Lonciana asked, her whol e expression brightening.

"Do | like guitar? |'ve been trying to make one." Diego reached into
hi s backpack and brought out the neck he had been so patiently shaping.

"Que honbre!" Lonciana enbraced himas if he were a long-lost friend.
Di ego, nomentarily engul fed by her, grinned, nore with acceptance of her
ent husi asm t han enbarrassnent.

They ate first, of course, and various young Ondel acy- Chonpases were
sent to informthe entire village that there would be a special singing this
evening: too late to make it a | atchkay, but certainly there would be blurry
and a bite or two to go down with it.

"I thought blurry was C odagh's specialty," Yana commented as she washed

up before dinner.

Johnny grinned. "The north doesn't have a corner on the narket of al
good things, Yana. Had you come up fromthe ranks as | did, instead of
training at an officer's acadeny with so few Petaybean candi dates, you'd have
| earned sonething of the joys of conparative Petaybean blurry drinking. Every
time Loncie returned froml eave, she used to bring back a stash. dd
Armadi Il 1 o is what we nicknaned her recipe, because it arnors you so well
agai nst the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune. The spice she uses gives
it alittle nore kick than the mulled-cider kinda thing you get up north."

Bunny, who was wat chi ng Pabl o denonstrate to an enraptured Diego first
t he techni ques of playing the guitar and then the sound made by the bagpi pes,
said, "They have nore than a few things down here that we don't have up
north."

Lonci ana did sonething with a ness of beans that Yana, sensitive nowto
such subtleties, would have given her right big toe to discover. It was tasty
and filling, satisfying even their hearty appetites.

| mredi ately afterward, the table was dismantl ed and taken out of the
mai n room and chairs, benches, stools, and odd crates were placed about the
room The guitar canme off the wall again, and Yana identified one round
object with jingling bits fastened in its |ip as a tanbourine.

Lonci ana was busy in the kitchen end of the house, mxing the blurry
with the hel p of her el dest daughters, while Pablo, Johnny, and the ol der



Ondel acy boys began to greet the visitors as they began to pour in.

Once again Yana wondered at the way a snall Petaybean house coul d seem
to expand infinitely to contain so many people. Eventually there was only a
smal | space around the high stool that had been placed in the center of the
room for the singers, of which Yana was one, and probably the first. Bunny
and Johnny both kept her mug as well as Diego's full of blurry once Diego
announced that he had his song, too.

Yana m ssed Sean desperately, but Johnny took her to the stool and
settled her on it, taking the nug when she drained the [ast of the blurry.

"This is Mjor Yana Maddock, who was at Brenport and who is now one of
Johnny began sinply. "She has a song for you."

us,

Silence has different qualities, Yana knew, fromthe absolute one she'd
not heard on her few space wal ks to that of expectancy, either a hopeful or
happy one, or a nean and mi serabl e show us-your-stuff kind. This was
expectant and al nost reverent. That startled her so nuch that she began to
sing to stop what her ears weren't hearing.

After the first few lines got past her teeth, she actually began to
enjoy the act of singing, not that she would ever truly enjoy the song that
she nmust sing. Maybe one day soon, as Sean had suggested, she'd find joy in
maki ng a song.

"I was sent here to die, too, here where the snows |ive,

The waters live, the animals and trees live.

And you And now | live."

The | ast words cane out before she realized she had added themto the
song.

Then Lonci ana and Pabl o made their way to her and took her hands,
hol ding themto their cheeks, their tears noistening the backs of her fingers.
Each of the Ondel acy children, smling shyly with their m sty eyes, touched
her hands. too.

O her voices lifted in appreciation of her song and she was able to get
down of f the stool w thout any help.

Bunny led Diego to the stool. There was a purpose in the young man's
eye now, Yana noticed, that hadn't been there before. He was growing into his
true manhood, and what had happened at McCGee's Pass had tenpered him

"This is Diego Metaxos, who was with me at McGee's Pass and risked his
life to save ne," Bunny said, giving D ego' s hand a squeeze before she
released it. "He has a song that all nust hear."

Di ego tipped his head back, closed his eyes to slits, and rested his
hands on his thighs with his feet hooked on the |ower stretcher of the stool

"Deep is the place of conmunion

Wiere m st and ice and stone are warm

Wth what is nmore than friendship,



More than father or nother |ove,

Wth nurturing and under st andi ng.

W all treasure this place of communion

It is our place, our place, our place."

H's voice, now firmy baritone, raised to the top of his range and
intensified as he repeated the phrase. Then his tone altered to that of a
story teller who is forced to relate truths that disturb him

"There are others who do not believe that our place

I's ours and has been since nen and wonmen cane here.

They were once of us, and knew of conmuni on.

They left and in their years of |eaving |earned

Much of evil and sel fishness and unsharing, uncaring,
unki nd, self-seeking, self-helping self-first and al ways.

Havi ng know edge of things that bind and score and cover

They have returned to make evil what was good"

Again his voice changed, colored with a bitterness that made Yana twitch
uneasily, a bitterness that roused all his |listeners.

"Why steal what is ours for no purpose but to keep it for only one?

Why deprive the many of communi on and hope and peace in tinmes of worry?

Why bury truth?

Why bury our planet alive!"

Gasps of horror greeted that phrase, but Diego did not falter

"For it has been buried alive, scream ng unheard
At McCee's Pass.

The stone snot hered,

The roots strangl ed,

The soil snothered

Wiite death |ike



Your snow- skin

From one |ike

But unlike

A son.

What son wi shes death to his father?
What son demands honor unearned?

Wen raped and villages frightened

And deprived of their place of conmunion
And the gentle mists that heal

The gentle touch that soot hes,

The spirit that nurtures us. Al of us!"

Di ego' s song roused the indignation of every listener that evening.
Bunny was so proud of his song and his singing she al nost vibrated. Then,
when he had rested fromthe exertions of his singing, both young people
rel ated what had happened at McCGee's Pass, and described Satok's treachery.

Well and truly blurred, Yana was still quite conscious of sone of the
di scussion that went on late into the night, to the acconpani nent of guitar
fiddle, flute, tambourine, naracas, and castanets. But she, Loncie, and
Johnny- possi bly Bunny, too, at one point, had decided that the nobst inportant
thing they could now do was rescue La Pobrecita from Shepherd How i ng.

From Lonci ana' s description, the man was worse than Sat ok, but only
marginally, if he insisted on marrying a pre-pubescent child when he al ready
had four or five wives. Yana had been well drilled in | eaving al one the
custonms and nores of indigenous popul ations, but she was not indigenous, and
t he whol e concept of forced wi fe-hood was abhorrent. That night they pieced
t oget her what La Pobrecita had said and came up with a fair idea of where the
Val e of Tears m ght be, judging fromwhere she had been found, how | ong she
said she'd been traveling, and fromwhat direction. By Johnny's reckoning,
the place should be a valley set in the Sierra Padres somewhere near the head
of the Lacrimas River. G ven decent weather, they should have no probl em
flying right to the place. And if they met Luzon, at |least two of them could
gi ve chase on the snocub, a two-person snocle that Johnny had fit handily in
t he cargo net.

Chapter 12

Dr. Wittaker Fiske received the coded nmessages from Johnny G eene with
concern and no little dismay, particularly the second one, the one Johnny sent
himafter he first returned to the north. He had quickly approved the pilot's
schenme and given himall due assistance. By calling in a few personal favors
owed the pilot and prom sing the supply sergeant R&R to the tropical planet of
her choi ce, he had ensured that all Petraseal available at and to SpaceBase
had been urgently requisitioned el sewhere. At Johnny's suggestion, the
Petraseal cans had been enptied into a single tank for imredi ate shipnent,



while the enpty containers still |abeled "Petraseal"” had been filled with the
| ast consignment of white paint, which was rarely used on Petaybee except for
canouf | age purposes. However, between inplenenting Johnny's schene and work
at SpaceBase, he had been too fully occupied to be able to return to C odagh
to warn her of the grave inplications of what had taken place at McCee's Pass.

He was concerned about how C odagh would take it. She was an amazing
worman, unconventionally beautiful, intelligent, wi se, and kind, but she felt
everything that happened to Petaybee personally. Maybe if everybody did the
same, there wouldn't be any problem but even after his experience in the
cave, he still retained a detachment that kept himfromthat sort of bond wth
what he had once thought of as the creation of his famly. He did, however,
feel a bond with C odagh, a closer one than he had with anyone in a long tine,
i ncl udi ng, maybe especially, his own son.

He wal ked into Kilcoole the morning after Greene's second transm ssion
The river was down a bit now that much of the initial thaw had already taken
place, but it was still full and fat with water

He knew C odagh wasn't at home before he knocked on the door. No cats
in the wi ndows, on the rooftop, or perched on the various objects in the yard.
He peeked through the open door into the neat, enpty house and | ooked down
Kilcoole's one nuddy street. The town seened even nore deserted than it had
before. He called C odagh a couple of tinmes, but when he received no answer,
he strolled down to Yana Maddock's place. There, at |east, her cat Marduk sat
on the stoop, and sprang up as if it had been waiting for him Well, know ng
these cats, nmaybe it had been

At that point, the door of the house across the street opened and Frank
Met axos poked his prematurely white-haired head out. The man's speech was
still alittle slow, but he was a far cry fromthe weck he had been only a
few weeks earlier.

"How s it going, Frank?" Wit asked.

"I hate being stuck here,” Frank told him "You heard anything of ny
boy~?"

"Matter of fact, | did," Wit replied affably. "He's doing fine. Been
a great help to everybody. Say, you haven't seen C odagh, have you?"

"She went out to the springs, | think. Marduk there"-Frank nodded at
the cat-"knows the way. Though you'll have to walk. Al the curlies are
carrying the people to visit the neighbors.™

"Visiting the neighbors" was the termthe Kil cool e people were using to
describe their nmission to the other villages. Wit wasn't overly surprised.
After all, these people were half-descended fromthe Irish who had descri bed
their own centuries-old guerrilla conflict as 'the Troubles' and a massive
i nternational war as 'the Energency.'

He fol | owed Marduk through knee-hi gh weeds that had been |lying in anmbush
under the snow, waiting for the thaw

Bi rds sang and di ved overhead, both small, pretty song-birds and
swoopi ng, squawki ng ravens. Snmall creatures rustled the underbrush; a red fox
darted across his path. Marduk scurried up a tree when the fox passed, and
hi ssed and spit at the silvery wake the creature cut in the tall grass.

Whit found O odagh beside the springs, surrounded by not only her cats



but all sorts of animals, including a large, strong curly-coat. They stood,

| ay, or sat and watched her as she pulled and separated, pulled and separated
a profusion of plants grow ng rampant around the hot-springs banks. Her
bountiful wavy black hair was braided and coiled on top of her head; sweat ran
down her face and neck as she worked.

"Slainte, Wittaker," she said wi thout |ooking up
"Slainte yourself, nmy dear. What the devil are you trying to do?"
"I"mpullin' weeds," she said.

"So | see," he responded dryly. "Are you just pulling these particul ar
weeds around the springs, or did you plan to personally defoliate the entire
area between here and Kil cool e?"

She stood up, hands planted on her broad back. "Just these," she said,
smling. "I could use a hand. |I'mkinda in a hurry."

"Be glad to. |I'mafraid, however, that |'ve cone as the bearer of bad
tidings."

"You going to tell me about that guy that sealed up sonme of the
conmuni on places? Silenced the planet and fooled all those people at MCee's
Pass and so on?"

"Well, yes."
"Yeah, well, | heard about that."

"You di d?" he asked, dunmbfounded at first and then shaking his head as
understanding set in. "O course. | suppose your usual informants told you.

"Kinda. It took the cats a long time to find out, because he killed al
but one of "em But that one got word out to nmine and they told me. They say
he put some white junk on the inside of the cave that fuses the rock, stuff
they use to shore up walls in mnes."

"Yes. Petraseal. Johnny G eene also reported that to ne. |It's very
bad news, Cd odagh. |If our adversaries at Intergal learn that there is
somet hing that can defeat your conmunication with the planet, they're apt to
go overboard on using it."

"Yeah," she nodded gravely. "That's what | thought. | was pretty
worried about it, too, so | cane out here to talk to Petaybee."

"I don't suppose it's very happy about all this."
“It's sure not."

"Did it have any ideas?"

"Well, not in so many words. Except, | just started wondering, what if
this stuff doesn't always work? What if there's sonething stronger than it
is, that can go through it? And you know, all of a sudden, | | ooked down and

saw where this coo-berry branble was growin' right up through the floor of the
cave, and when | cane out here, why | noticed what | hadn't seen before. You
know how t hat is?"

"l do," Wit nodded.



"Anyway, we never had a problemw th coo-berries here before. And
coo-berries are a problem Just about inpossible to destroy and they'll go
t hrough anything. You see what |'mgetting at?"

"I think I do. You're sure it'll work?"

She shrugged, then directed himwhere to pull. The berries had sharp
thorns. "After we get a bunch pulled up, we wap "emin | eaves and our
bi gger, faster friends here will see that they get delivered." She nodded at

t he ani mal s.

It was Wiit's turn to shrug as he buttoned down his sleeves and started
pul I'i ng.

Sat ok had no problem eluding the trackers from McCee's Pass. For one
thing, he was wily, with a lot of friends and resources. For another thing,
one of those resources was a shuttle hidden in a secret canouflaged shed about
a half hour from his house, close enough that he could get to it in a hurry,
and far enough away fromthe center of things that it was unlikely to be
f ound.

He flew first to Deadhorse, then Wellington and Savoy. There forner
shi pmates of his, all of whom he had set up as replacenents for the recently
expi red shanachies, were in various stages of converting the people in the
towns to their version of 'what the planet wanted.'

"I don't see what the problemis,” said Reilly, Savoy's new headman, as
he sat drinking with Satok. "These people believe anything they're told.
Just tell '"emthe people at McCGee's Pass have gone nuts or sonething."

"Your problemis you don't think far enough ahead, Reilly," Satok said.
The brats got away. The M Cee's Pass people scattered to a |ot of places.
They know about the cave. Now, the problemis not so nuch what they think of
us as the possibility of conmpetition. Using the Petraseal was ny idea.
Fi ndi ng out how to use the Petraseal without the planet freaking us out of our
fraggin' mnds was ny idea. | want credit and credits. You boys wll get
yours, as well, of course. But if this coimmttee that's investigating things
sees the Petraseal before we claimour finders' fee, Intergal will have
everything and there'Il be nothing for anybody else."

"So what do you need from us?"

"Ore sanples, of course, and a low profile until | can show up with sone
conpany big wig to buy our nethod." He snapped his fingers for the slattern
who was serving the booze to bring another round. This was stronger stuff
than the blurry, even considering the effect this stupid planet had of
neutralizing intoxicants with every other native beverage or food consuned.
Fortunately, Satok had had little else to eat or drink for a couple of days.
The girl |ooked famliar, one of his cast offs, no doubt. Sure had |et
hersel f go, though. Mped around with down cast eyes, ugly shapel ess cl ot hes,
dirty lank hair, sallow skin mottled with bruises. Some women just had no
self-respect. |If she'd |looked Iike that when he first cane to the village,
he' d never have touched her

"Ckay, so when do you need the sanpl es?"

"Now, " Satok grow ed. "O haven't you been listening? | want the
shuttle | oaded with the best you've got."



"How do we know you won't just take it and take off?"

"Because there's a lot nore to be nade here than what we coul d gouge out
of the ground by ourselves. You have to think big. Besides, |I'll need sone
of you along to help ne unload."

"So where are you taking this stuff?"
He shrugged. "SpaceBase, for a start."

The cold of the icy waters was nore of a shock than usual because Sean
had just been so warmy wrapped about Yana. But it was always the first part
of himto enter the water that experienced the trauma. Despite the al nost
stupefying cold, he forced hinself to drop into the freezing dark waters. The
change occurred nore abruptly than ever, self-preservation at its highest
| evel .

Once the waters closed over his altering head, the sounds he hoped to
hear pinged back and forth. He sent out his call and felt the stir of water
as a tube whal e responded. The brush of the huge manmmal against himin human
formwoul d have been crushing, but the selkie was | ess vul nerable. Stroking
one flipper on the firmflesh of the whale, Sean-Selkie floated forward unti
he cane to the proportionally small whale eye. One flipper-hand reaching as
hi gh up on the skull above the eye as possible, Sean comuni cated his need.

Do you renmenber the place before it fell?
Yes.

Take me to the other side.

As you wi sh.

Sean-Sel kie had time to secure a hold on the side fin before he was
propelled forward at amazi ng speed. For what seenmed a very long dark tine in
this lightless medium Sean-Selkie clung there. Finally the tube whale
halted, so abruptly that he was sent flipping end over end, past the whale's
bri ght unblinking eye and skidding up the icy slope of a tunnel that gaped
open onto the sub-arctic seas.

You have been of great assistance and have my gratitude.
You are known and your needs consi dered.

Then the whal e departed, once nore singing its weird song, one that
Sean- Sel ki e heard faintly, distantly answered. 1In that direction the tube
whal e now swam  Sean- Sel ki e wat ched until the churning of its flukes was no
| onger visible in the dark sea. He clinmbed up into the maw of this section of
t he underground link between the continents, with its |lumnous walls and
slightly m sted footing.

He had gone no nore than a few hundred neters before he knew that both
Aoi fa and her track-cat had managed to get this far. A neat pile of animal
dung, frosted over but identifiable, lay in alittle hole, claw marks around
it to show that the track-cat had not lost its sense of propriety despite its
inability to cover its feces. And four paces beyond the cat's were human
excretions. Sean-Selkie sighed with relief and |Iunbered on up the Iong sl ope,
t hrough i nmense caverns and nore upward corridors. He saw other signs, fish
skel etons, by | akesides and, diving into the same places, found food for
hinself to keep strong for this long and lonely journey. He saw the crunpl ed



envel opes of travel rations, too.

How far and how | ong the journey took, Sean-Selkie could not gauge. He
travel ed nore safely and econom cally as a selkie; having no clothes for his
human mani f estati on was the best reason to continue as he was.

When he eventually energed into daylight, the sun dazzling him he had
no warni ng of the danger into which he had blundered. He was al ways
particul arly vul nerabl e as he changed, the transition altering his senses,
especially his eye sight and hearing. The first arrow took himin the thigh
while it was still elongating froma flipper, still covered with spotted fur;
t he second woul d have been fatal but for the fact that a feline knocked himto
one side. Snarling, the feline guarded him facing the ragged humans who
surrounded the mouth of the cave, one paw, its claws unsheat hed, raised
agai nst their advance.

Thanks, clouded one. | owe you a life.
Can you run with me?

Must finish transition first. Can't run or swm not as is, not wounded
inthe leg. You go. There is arifle aimed now at you. Go quickly. They
t hi nk me hel pl ess.

Gving one last forward | eap, which sent the ragged creatures screamn ng
backward t hough the armed nman did not nmove, the feline whirled and sped back
into the cave and di sappeared from si ght.

"Don't bother with the cat. They're a half credit the dozen. Secure
that nonster! He nustn't escape!"”

So Sean-Sel ki e, neither man nor seal at this point, endured the
indignity of being bound linb to linb and the agony of having the arrow yanked
out of his flesh. Even a selkie can faint.

When Sean recovered consci ousness, he wi shed he had not, for he seened
to be lying in a pile of slushy cold water in a dank-snelling and dark place.
H s enhanced selkie vision told himthat he was al one with some bundl es and
crates, in a tent made of badly cured skins; the air stank of that, as well as
of the nold of continued danp. He had been pegged down, and the wound in his
haunch ached.

Continuing the transformation to human woul d not be useful, Sean
realized, for his linbs as a seal were thinner and nore graceful. The
bi ndi ngs woul d be tighter on human wists and ankles. He wallowed in the
wat er beneath him trying to wet hinself enough to encourage the ful
transformation to seal, despite his wound, but it was useless. The nelted
slush was too shall ow and he remained hal f-transformed, with his | ower |egs
and his arnms those of a man, while nost of himrenmained seal

Exteri or sounds began to filter through to his awakened senses. He
could snell fire, a big one, and had a horrible prenonition of what a big fire
m ght mean for a captured 'nmonster'. He could hear sounds of quite a few
peopl e novi ng about without much energy, and two mal e voices, which seened to
punctuate the nmuted noises of the others with orders, too nuffled for himto
under st and.

It was while he was trying to deci pher the noise into conversations and
understand the orders that he heard other small noises and then felt something
sawi ng at the bindings of his feet.



"I"'mcutting you free, nonster," a frightened whisper told himabove the

sawi ng. "Coaxtl said | rmust free you. That you are not a true nonster but a
proper creature, and you can save ne. Coaxtl was ny friend and kind to ne.
They are not kind to nme here." There was a small hiccup and sob, and suddenly

the efforts of the frightened whi sperer were rewarded and the thong parted.
Furmbl i ng fingers unw apped the rest of the wet |eather from Sean-Sel kie's
feet. "Please don't eat ne, nmonster. | nust help you."

"I won't eat you, little one," Sean said, for if she had been talking to
Coaxtl, whom he had now identified as the clouded | eopard that had saved him
she woul d hear himspeak. "I amgrateful to Coaxtl. | amalso no nonster who
harnms those who rescue him"

"Shepherd Howl i ng says they are going to roast you in the fire."
Anot her piteous sob broke fromthe child s |lips as she snaked hersel f al ong
his length to his hands. "And Dr. Luzon is trying to talk himinto
surrendering you for scientific study. | think that means cutting you up
Dr. Luzon said he would adopt ne, but instead, he's given me over to the
Shepherd How i ng. Wen Dr. Luzon is gone, | will be punished and then I will
be married. |f Shepherd How ing prevails, you may be nmy weddi ng supper. |
woul d hate to see you suffer. Coaxtl says that if you die, other nonsters
wi Il avenge you, and the flock would suffer. | knowlife is supposed to be
suffering, but we suffer very nuch already and | think it is enough. More
woul d be too nuch.”

"Enough is too nuch,"” Sean-Selkie said, trying to assist her saw ng
efforts by holding his bound wists as far apart as possible to strain the
| eat her thong. She had to be using the dullest knife in the world to take so
|l ong at her job, but he blessed her arrival and her attenpts at rescue.

The wrist thong snapped and he inadvertently slapped her face. She gave
alittle gasp but no nore than that, and it occurred to Sean that she was
accustoned to blows. The thought infuriated him

"My apologies, little one, for ny clunsiness in striking the one who
frees.”

"No apol ogi es are needed for one so unworthy as I, for | am sworn by
Coaxtl to rescue you."

The dom nant mal e voices were getting |loud, and there seened to be nore
noi se outside the tent.

"W nust | eave."

"This way." She scranmbl ed backward with a speed he was unable to
enmul ate, stiff and sore as he was, with the wound in his haunch hurting even
nmore. But the threat of discovery was a great spur, and bl ocking the pain in
his |l eg, Sean-Sel kie reached the place where she had entered the tent. But
his rescuer was a good deal snaller than he. Frantically digging with his
hands, he nmanaged to nake a | arge enough opening in the slush to allow himto
pass under the edge of the tent. Then, carefully, he reached back inside and,
as well as he could, scooped the slush back over the hole.

"Coaxtl waits,"
fol | ow.

the girl said, and rising to a crouch, beckoned himto

"Are there man cl ot hes nearby? The arrow wound will not let ne run as
qui ckly as | shoul d."



"Man cl ot hes?"

"Yes, and the quicker the better, dear child," Sean-Selkie said, hearing
t he noi ses converging on the tent.

"This way."

The child changed direction, and Sean conpleted the transformation to
his human formas he |inped as fast as he could after her. The wound hurt
more in his human form At |ast she stopped and thrust a pile of filthy
clothing at him The pants were for a nuch shorter man, but the |eather
jacket and fur jerkin would be sufficient.

The girl had di sappeared again. Wile he was struggling with the
cl ot hi ng, wi shing he had sonmething to cover the wound before it turned septic
fromthe dirt inpregnated in the pants, she returned and thrust sonme | oose
wr appi ngs at him

"Wap these about your feet so that, oh! But you have real feet. Are
you not really a nonster?"

"Not really, little one. And as a human | am nuch safer right now anong
peopl e who are | ooking for a nonster"

"Ch, but you are not one of us, and everyone woul d see that you are a
stranger."

"At night and in the dark?"

"This night the fire is very bright. Coaxtl said that she would hide
you. You are safer with her."

"I'f I could reach her, yes, but the arrow wound sl ows nme down."

"Yes, of course it would. How stupid of this unworthy one ... Come with
me. There is one place where you will be safe. At least for alittle while."
She giggled. "And even hot water to clean the wound."

"There is?"

"Yes, | was given hot water in which to bathe nyself since | amto be

made wi fe to Shepherd How i ng, Her voi ce broke.
Rage suffused Sean so that for a nmonent he couldn't speak; he al nost cut
off the circulation at his ankles as he wound the foot covering on

"I must be back there, at ny tent. Ascencion said a nmaiden nmust be
private to bathe on her weddi ng night."

Poor terrified mte, Sean thought, as he cautiously followed her in a
crouch that put nore strain on his wound. He could feel fresh bl ood seeping
down his leg. They were, however, going away fromthe noi se and the excited
nmob about to discover that their quarry had di sappeared. When they reached
their destination, the child struggled with a tent peg so that Sean woul d not
have to crawl again. He took it fromher hand and heaved it | oose fromthe
slush, and they both entered easily. Funbling, he managed to get the peg back
into place fromthe inside.

In the dimlight froma small |anp, Sean could see steamstill rising



froma copper tub, |arge enough for a good-sized body. He could also | ook at
the pitiful little waif who was going to be forced into an unwanted marri age.
Maybe if he could just dress the wound, he'd take her with himto wherever
Coaxt| could hide them bot h.

A savage ululation startled both of them and the child grewrigid with
fear.

"You were just in time, nmy dear ... what is your nane?"

"I am CGoat-dung, |owiest,

"You are what?" Sean exclaimed, quite forgetting that there m ght be
someone beyond the partition. Her wide, frightened eyes regarded himwith
enbar rassnent .

"l amcall ed,

"Not by me. Turn your back, little one, while | dress ny wound. Then
we are both leaving this place, and they will be ninus one nonster for
roasting and one maiden for ... well. W'IIl both go."

As he was washing the blood fromhis leg, he heard a tearing noise and a
little hand came from around him holding out a clean white strip. He turned
hi s head over his shoul der and saw her industriously tearing up what nust have
been either her wedding dress or, nore probably, her night gown. Mybe bot h.

"Can you spare several nore strips, little one?" he asked.
"Al'l can be yours, man-nonster."

Since they were going to escape together, he figured he could risk
telling her his name now. "I amcalled Sean Shongili, little one."

Once he had cl eaned the wound in the warmwater, he had nmade two thick
pads of the first strips, listening all the time to the frenzied outrage of
t he di sappoi nted nonster-burners. Then he wound nore strips until he had a
secure bandage on his |eg.

Suddenl y, the noise changed its direction and cane toward them

"Ch! They will search everywhere for you. That is why you ought to
have gone to Coaxtl," she cried.

"CGet undressed and into that tub, child," Sean ordered, "and throw your
t hi ngs over the stool against the wall. | can crouch half in and half out,
and they won't be looking for nme here, now will they?"

Courage the child did not |ack, and between them they arranged her
clothing so that its folds afforded shadows where he could hide. Unless
someone with very bright |anterns searched the entire little cubicle, he
doubt ed he woul d be seen

The child's screech was warni ng enough, and he huddl ed even nore cl osely
in on hinself as the bl anket across the opening was thrown open and a variety
of bodi es stepped in.

"Well, it couldn't have got this far with that wound," said a voice that
Sean instantly recogni zed as Matthew Luzon's. The shock of hearing that voice
in this environment kept himfrozen notionless.



"I't nust have had help," snarled an angry voice. "It can't have gnawed
t hrough | eather like that "

"Ah, but Brother How ing, these nmonsters are capable of many things nere
nortal s cannot imagine."

So, Matthew has found a soul mate, Sean thought, and the very kind he
coul d best use agai nst us.

CGoat - dung kept on screeching, a sound that occasionally becane a gargle
as she tried to keep as much of herself beneath the water as possible.

"Be quiet. You are not in danger, CGoat-dung. Wit here. The nonster
has escaped. You are not to nove until Ascencion comes for you. Hear ne?"
"I hear and obey," the child said in a gargle. Sean heard the bl anket
bei ng replaced; the intruders made a noisy exit out of the tent, going off in
yet another direction.

Bef ore Sean could even make his suggestion, the child was out of the
bath and reaching for the scrap of a towel. She had discreetly turned her
back on him which gave himan even better view of the bruising and welts that
mar ked her back from shoul ders to buttocks, and even down to the cal ves of her
tiny | egs.

He handed her her clothing, and she was dressed and janm ng her feet
into boots with astonishing speed.

They exited the same way as Howl i ng and Luzon, Goat-dung's hand curled
trustingly in Sean's. They ran in a crouch, seeking the shadows whenever
possi bl e, past the last of the tents that conprised the new | ocations of the
Val e of Tears, and into the night.

Johnny expl ained as politely as possible that Lonciana could not
acconpany themto rescue La Pobrecita.

"Then Buneka nust, for she will know her" Lonci ana sai d.

"Well you're not |leaving me behind if | have to ride on top," Diego said
staunchly. "If Bunny goes, | go, too."

No one even tried to deny him

Carnelita and her sisters had told Bunny enough about La Pobrecita that
Bunny was quite willing to help rescue her.
"Look, worst cones to worst," Bunny said, peering into the copter. "The
Maj or has every reason to be down here, too, checking fol ks out, sane as
Matt hew Luzon. And if Luzon doesn't help us get 'Cita out of the clutches of
that pervert, he certainly won't want all his fine friends knowi ng he went
along with a vile thing like that, now wll he?"

Johnny | ooked at Yana, not as certain as Bunny that Luzon could be
shaned into hel ping free Pobrecita just because she was in a tough spot and it
was the right thing to do. From what Johnny had seen, Luzon was unacquai nted
with shane. Probably Luzon's friends, if he had any, were no nore disturbed
by doing 'vile things' than he was.

"There is a CI' S rule about forcing prepubescent children into marriage,"”



Yana said. "Are we sure she is pre-puberty? She |ooked at Lonci ana.

"She has no breasts, but that, starved as she was, is not the fina
test," Lonciana said with a scowm. "But she knows not hi ng about her courses,
t hough she knows that there is a bl eeding sickness and that some girls remain
barren. She knows too much of the wong things, La Pobrecital™

"Ckay, |'mgame," Johnny said. "Checking up on Luzon's current
wher eabouts 'cause he's, late to our rendezvous is within the scope of ny
orders fromDr. Fiske."

Precious tine was spent in gathering the ore and loading it onto the
shuttle so it could be hauled to SpaceBase. First Satok had to take the
shuttle out to each village and set down in a renote area, make contact wth
t he shanachie, and wait for the stuff to be brought and | oaded. He certainly
couldn't show his face at this stage, since the people of MCee's Pass had
been turned agai nst him by those outsider kids and half the vill age was
trailing his ass with nurder on their mnds. He had to keep alert not only
for human trackers but also for any of the spying, slinking felines that he
knew carried informati on back and forth between the villages, though he'd
never | earned how they did it. CQught to have vivisected one of the sneaky
buggers and tried to figure it out, he thought.

He ended up back at Savoy for the last |oad, and as the faded woman,
Luka, that was her nane; frag, you' d never know she was the sane neat piece
he'd first had, |oaded the Iast of the ore on the shuttle, he thought of how
much work it would be and announced to Reilly that he was taking her with him

"We'll look like a regular nmom and-pop placer nmining teamthen,” he told
Reilly. "Besides, | need someone to help nme unload the ore and do the grunt
wor k. "

"You're welcome to her," Reilly said. "Wrk's about all she's good for
anynore, though she's a lazy slut and never lifts a finger wthout a beating."

"I'"ll bear that in mnd," Satok told him as he raised a
nock-t hreatening fist to Luka, who cringed away from himas she obediently
clinmbed into the shuttle.

It took four hours to fly to SpaceBase under ordinary circunstances, and
with the craft loaded with ore, it took six. The base, which had al ways
bef ore been open, now boasted a fence and a gate, just beyond the bend in the
swol len river that used to be the road to Kilcoole. The shuttle was an
unaut hori zed one, and the ore was too valuable to sinply put it within reach
of the fingers of any passing soldier, so he set the craft down in the strip
bet ween the gate and the woods, where trees and underbrush had been recently
cl eared and burned-for security reasons, he suspected. The conmpany seened to
be taking these hicks seriously. He left a cowering Luka | ocked in the
shuttle and strode to the gate as if he were a bird colonel, at |east.

The MP at the gate took in Satok's furs and | eathers and his long hair,
his shaman's feathers, and the cat skull, and shook his head while using a
firm sweeping nmotion of his forearmand index finger to indicate that Satok
shoul d go back the way he cane.

"No unaut hori zed personnel allowed on base, sir. Oders of Captain
Fi ske.

The officious little jerk was nore hel pful than he nmeant to be. "Yeah
but that's who | came to see Captain Fiske. Tell him Lance Corporal Janes
Satok is here to see himabout his mining operations.” Wat the hell. He had



been a |l ance corporal in the corps once

"Alittle old to be a corporal, aren't you?" the kid asked, not
bothering to add '"sir' this time. "And |I'd say you were way out of uniform"

"I's that what you'd say, lad? Is it really?" Satok |eaned forward
confidentially, his armresting casually on the wi ndow of the gatehouse.
"Well, now, that may all be very true, but | was a |lance corporal just as
you'll soon be if you're smart and don't interfere with ne. |'ve a | oad of
raw ores of just the sort the conpany has been | ooking for, and | can tel
your Captain Fiske where the company can get nore of them here.™

"Ch, sure," the kid said with a sneer

"Hey, if you don't believe me, conme and | ook for yourself."

"I can't leave ny post, and if you'd ever been in the corps, you'd know
that."

"Son, | was in the corps |ong enough to know that playing by the rules
too strictly can get you in as deep a pile of shit as not playing by them at
all. The ore's in ny vehicle, just over by the trees there. You can keep one
eye on the fraggin' gate all the way. Just come and | ook and you'll see why
you have to tell Fiske |I'mhere. Look, |I might even be able to cut you in."

Wthout a word, the guard unfastened the door and followed himto the
shuttl e.
"Now, the ore is back here," Satok said, pointing to the cargo area.
The nonent the guard turned, he hit himover the head with a thick lunp of ore
he'd set aside for such a use. Then he stripped himof his uniformand put it
on. He also took the badge and weapon, which might conme in handy. Throughout
all this. Luka said nothing. As soon as Satok had the uniformand the
weapon, he shook the boy awake.

"Now t hen, asswipe. How do | find this Captain Fiske?"

The boy, in thermal underwear only, |ooked about sixteen and his eyes

were a little crossed. "He's not on the base,” he said.
Sat ok turned the boy's weapon on him "I'mtired of playing ganes wth
you. punk. You will answer at length and in depth. Were is Fiske and how

do | get to see hinP"

"But he ain't here. He's gone to Shannonmouth to neet with the special
i nvestigative teamfromthe conmpany. They're probably at the village neeting
house. "

"You' ve been so hel pful,"” Satok said. He alnost blasted the kid, then
t hought that if his sell out was going to lead to his being a solid citizen
maybe a fresh honicide wasn't the best way to begin his newlife. So he
tapped himwi th anot her piece of ore, gently but at the physiologically
correct point to insure |ong unconsciousness, and left himin the woods.

Tor kel Fiske danced attendance on Marmi on de Revers Al genei ne, giVving
her the conplete lady-killer treatnent, nmuch to her well-conceal ed anmusenent.
Though he | ooked nuch as Whit had | ooked at his age, and was really quite a
charm ng boy, Marm on decided that he was totally lacking in his father's
finesse. There was a somewhat febrile boyish quality about himthat was not
unappeal i ng. However, it was coupled with a certain calculation and a certain



lack of ... depth? Soul? She wasn't sure.

She had prevailed on himto escort her to Shannonmout h because Si nead
Shongi li, sister of Sean, and Aisling Senungatuk, sister to O odagh, were
still there and she did want a chance to chat with them as well as visit
anot her of the small conmunities. She suspected they would be all much the
same, but she couldn't present an in-depth report w thout sone conparison

There was sonething to be said about a | andscape that was still a
| andscape, fresh-snelling and softly chartreuse as trees and shrubs responded
to the precipitated springtine. There wasn't even that much nmud on the trai
to Shannonmouth. Maybe 'trace' was the better word, for the way they foll owed
could barely be called a 'road.’

"Why aren't there connecting roads between the comunities, Torkel?" she
asked as her curly-coat delicately nmade its way.

Torkel regarded Marmion with something |ike open-nouthed surprise, but

the smle that foll owed gave her an uneasy feeling. "The very thing, Mrnion,
the very thing. | do believe we have short changed the |ocals by keeping them
in virtual isolation.”™ And he continued to smile until the houses of

Shannonnout h appeared where the trace becane wi de enough to be terned a road,
muddy and churned as it was, wi th rough board wal ks and st eppi ng-stones
connecting the houses and form ng bridges fromone side to another

They coul d hear the dogs barking | ong before they caught sight of any
humans, though there were curly-coats browsing here and there. Marnion was
certain she saw the flick of an orange tail or two disappearing in the
under - brush. She nust get one of Matthew s boys, they did so like to do
graphs and charts and reports, to do a census of the cat population of this
planet, if the cats would stay still |ong enough in one place to have their
orange noses counted. And dogs. And curly-coats.

Wth the animal 'early-warning system in excellent working order, nost
of the population had turned out by the tine the visitors arrived. Marmon
was delighted, but Torkel seemed |ess than pleased, especially as Sinead
Shongili stood, feet braced as official welcomng conmittee, partially
eclipsing Aisling Senungat uk

"Slainte, all. | do hope you don't mnd us com ng down here," Marnion
said, smiling a greeting first to Sinead and Aisling and passing it around the
circle of people. "But Shannonnouth is so close, and O odagh didn't think

you'd mind if we visited. Torkel was kind enough to show nme the way, though I
think now | could have found it on ny own. The cats, you know. They woul dn't
have | et me make a wong turn, nor Curly here." She affectionately sl apped
the pony's neck. Curly's ears twi tched back and forth at the sound of her

voi ce, but pricked forward again as it turned to Sinead.

Sinead's lips curved in a smle. "Slainte, Marmi on. You were expected
and are welcome." She gave only a curt nod to Torkel. "Dismunt here and
Robbi e' Il take care of your curlies."” She signed for a gawky youngster to

cone forward.

When both Marmion and Torkel had swung down onto the boardwal k, Sinead
put one hand on Marm on's shoul der

"This is Marm on de Revers Al genei ne, of whom we have spoken, and you
all know Captain Fiske," she said and there was a nurnmur of slaintes and
hesitant smiles "Cone." And with that Sinead turned on her heel and |led the
way.



Torkel muttered somet hing under his breath about primtive manners and
| ooked pointedly away fromthe swayi ng backside of Aisling. The villagers
fell in behind the guests.

"Did all the plants survive the journey?" Marmnion asked.

"Ch, yes, they did," Aisling said, bubbling with pleasure. "And Aigur
and Sheydil have sonme for us to take back. [It'll be such a marvel ous sunmer
for plantings. One of the best we've had.”

"To that point," Torkel said, striding to Aisling's side and smiling
broadl y, somethi ng Dana Al genei ne nentioned, you know, | think Intergal really
shoul d see to building good roads between villages, and proper greenhouses so
you don't have to wait until full spring to have your gardens started.”

"Real | y?" Sinead stopped in her tracks to stare at him Aisling nearly
ran into her before she did, Sinead was once nore striding forward, or
rather, stretching to nmeet the next board on the haphazard wal kway. "How
ni ce!”

Marmi on saw Tor kel Fiske flush at such an unenthusiastic reaction to
what was, for him an extraordinary concession. She thought she approved of
Si nead' s patent skepticism However, before Torkel could get hinmself in
deeper or prejudice the notion conpletely, Sinead was marching up the porch
steps of a house that had cats sunning thenselves all over its patchwork roof
of recently replaced shingles, their orange coats an odd contrast to the raw
wood. Loungi ng on the sunny end of the porch were two intertw ned track-cats.
Marmi on saw Torkel give a little shudder. They were large, Marmon realized,
but so intelligent. She could see it in the eyes of the one whose head was
toward them open only to slits, but the expression | ooked deliberate. The
cats had probably known when she and Torkel had set out from SpaceBase, she
nused.

"You'll be hungry," Sinead said, opening the door into a house that was
rat her sparsely furnished even by the Petaybean standards Marm on had observed
thus far.

Then she saw the huge | oomthat took up nost of the available floor
space. Benches and chairs hung fromnails on the walls; other things were up
off the floor, too, to allow easy access to the loom A woman was wor ki ng
shuttle and batten with a deftness that made the individual notions a blur
only the clack-clack as she changed conbi nati ons of harnesses provi ded any
noi se. She | ooked up from her work, nodded, smiled, and continued to
concentrate on what she was doing.

"W brought provisions," Marmon said. "Ch! Howsilly of me not to
grab ny, "

The door opened again and the gawky youngster |owered the saddl ebags to
the floor and departed so swiftly that Marm on had to shout her thanks to the
cl osing door. She then gl anced apprehensively at the intent weaver to be sure
she hadn't distracted the wonan.

Sinead smled. "That was good of you, but | think our |arder can stand
two extra mouths tonight."

"But | insist that you have the use of our supplies, Sinead. d odagh
said you were probably out of five-spice and, oh, what was the nane of the
ot her seasoning?" Marmon nmade for the saddl ebags and began pulling out the



bottl es and sacks, and the dried foods that O odagh had told her would be
acceptable to any host. \When she added the five-kilo sack of sugar, she said

meekly, "l take so much sugar in ny tea that | insist you have this.
prom se not to use it all up. because there'll be berries to conserve so very
soon now. "

"That is very wel cone i ndeed, Damm," the weaver said. "For we'll have a
fine crop, and soon, and there's nothing like a bit of jamto make pan bread a
real treat."”

"Aigur, this is the Dama | told you about, and Captain Torkel Fiske."

Marm on's qui ck m nd mused over the inplication that no one had tal ked
about Torkel at all, but then, her appearance would be nore unusual than his.
Still, she could see by the twitch of his Iips that he caught the subtle
insult. Really, the Shongilis were a delight, Marm on thought. A pity to
have to spoil them For that matter, why should they be spoiled? They were
mar vel ous just as they were.

Tea was brewed and drunk, sweetened by Marmion's gift. Marm on brought
Aigur's cup to her loomso that she could have a closer look at the intricate
pattern. She couldn't resist fingering the texture and exclaimed at its
sof t ness.

"Curly-coat," Aigur told her

"It's such an anmazing pattern. Sone special order?"

"My daughter's marrying and this will be for their wedding bed," Ai gur
sai d proudly.

"Ch, it is stunning, but, "™ Marmon cut off the rest of her intended
remar k about how rmuch weaving of this beauty and intricacy would bring in the
sophi sti cated shops of her usual environment. "such a |abor of |ove," she

concl uded, smling.

The problemwi th com ng from her usual anbiance to this one was that
even the nost nmundane itens were unusual, fromand of this world, and that was
where they should stay. She should not contribute to the despoiling of
Pet aybee. She was becom ng nore and nore certain of that.

"As | said, Sinead," Torkel was saying, "we should really look into a
networ k of roads between settlenments, particularly over the passes.”

"Ch?" Sinead raised her eyebrows in polite surprise. "Then Intergal has
conme up with an all-weather surface that can survive the tenperature,
wi nd-chill factors, perma-frost sinkholes, and ice intrusion?"

Tor kel ducked his head, snoothing his hair. "W will. W wll. It's

only a matter of time, Sinead, but a road systemwould certainly help."

"SpaceBase fol ks, perhaps, while you're 'investigating Petaybee, but
snocles in the winter suit us fine and can go many places you couldn't put a
road that'd last a year or two, and the curly-coats manage slush, nud, and
sumer hard tracks. No, Captain Fiske, though we will all appreciate the
t hought, 1 don't think any road works are necessary. 'Sides which we don't
have the personnel you'd need to construct them"

"The conpany has enough manpower and machinery for that and all it takes
is convincing the board to spend the noney to solve the surfacing problem



Si nead, " Torkel repeated, and Marm on thought his voice just a trifle sharp
"Meanwhi l e, you wouldn't say no to teachers, and schools, and libraries, and
Vi ewers.

Aisling's mouth nade a perfect O "Oh, books would be marvel ous, and
schools for the children.”

"They learn what they need to learn fromtheir parents about howto live
Sinead said bluntly.

here,"

"There is such a wide world out there," Marmion put in. Surely know ng
nore about the inhabited gal axy wouldn't really harmthe children; it would
nerely give themother interests than the linmted ones of this planet, however
beautiful and diverse.

"Whi ch they see soon enough if they join the conpany," Sinead finished

bl i ghtingly.

"But, Sinead, there's nore in books about how to do our things
differently. And nore stories ... "

"And ol d songs frommany ethnic traditions,” Marm on put in. "And
different instruments to play on ... "

"We could sure use a few nore decent fiddles," Aigur remarked, and then
continued hesitantly, "and I1'd like to know how to read and wite. That way
I'd be able to figure out some of the old patterns ny great-great brought with
her."

"School s, teachers, reading, witing, arithmetic," Torkel said
enphatically. "W've not paid sufficient attention to your needs."” And he
bowed smlingly at Aigur, whose eyes still shone with the prospect of being
able to read.

Aisling | eaned across the table and appealingly touched her partner's
arm "That would be good to know, Sinead dear. For everyone, and not having
to join the conpany to get the |earning."

"You must ask C odagh," Marmion said firmy. She ignored the | ook
Tor kel shot her.

Si nead gave Marmion a long searching look. "W all admire and respect
G odagh, make no m stake, but something like this is decided by all the
shanachi es, not just one."

It was Marmion's turn to lean with an air of gentle petition to Sinead.
"It is, however, a way of spreading this news to all the other villages for
themto make up their mnds, isn't it?" Marnmon didn't smle at Sinead, but
| et her eyes dance with chall enge.

To her surprise, Sinead threw back her head and | aughed out | oud,
shaki ng her head and refusing to explain.

"School s and el ementary education, and power stations, too," Torkel went
on, slowy building his case.

"Power stations?" Sinead was inmediately antagonistic. "Wat for? To
break down in a blizzard, to crash down on our homes in the high w nds?"

"We' ve nore sophisticated power sources than pylons, ny dear," Torke



began.
"I'"mnot your dear, and we'd have no use for such power."

Tor kel gave back as good as she gave, with rai sed eye-brows and a
nmocki ng expression. "No use for lighting that doesn't stink |ike sour mlk?
No use for power tools that cut your work |oad, could drive the harnesses of
that big | oom and save Aigur hours, heat your houses, water, so you could have
a hot bath in your own honme wi thout having to trudge two miles to the vol canic
springs?"

A silence fell in the room even the cats on the roof ceased to nove
about, for one long noment while Sinead, face utterly expressionless, regarded
Torkel. Marnion took good note of the shock, surprise, and consternation on

the other two faces. Then suddenly Sinead shrugged, grinned, and nade a good
attenpt to toss off her reaction

"The hot springs are sort of social, Captain, and we don't have the need
for power tools as you do at SpaceBase. Too expensive for us to buy, even
with what trade itens we have, but the matter is sonething for the villages to
deci de for thenselves, the way we al ways deci de what is good for us, and for
our planet."

The sound of an air shuttle over flying the village distracted everyone.

"What the ... " Torkel was on his feet and to the nearest w ndow,
craning his neck to get a view of what he knew had to be an unaut hori zed
flight. Sounded like a light shuttle, too, and there shouldn't have been any
of that type vehicle down here.

""Scuse nme," he called over his shoulder and was out the door before he

heard a response.

He caught a good glinpse of the battered rear end, of the craft and its
trajectory. Frag it! The loon was |anding just outside Shannonmouth. As he
pl owed a direct course across the nud road, ignoring the boardwal ks, he al so
caught just a flick or two of orange tails. Turning to | ook back over his
shoul der, he saw that there wasn't a single cat on any of the roofs. The next
thing he knew, he had tripped over a rock in the nud and neasured his length
in the thick gooey nud.

This did nothing to inprove his humor. He got to his feet, scraping off
as much as he could with his bare hands, then with a branch he savagely broke
froma shrub, and finally with handfuls of noss fromthe trunks of trees. In
a way, he realized, the accident had just hel ped himframe what he woul d say
to the m sbegotten asshole fly boy who had illegal possession of an
illegal-size vehicle and, ... He stopped dead at the clearing where the craft
had | anded, and at the man sauntering across the bracken toward him unshaven,
despite the clean guard uniformhe wore and the badge that identified himas
SpaceBase personnel

"Captain Torkel Fiske?" the man asked, and the voice sonehow set off a
menory in Torkel's mnd, the voice, the stance, the swaggering insolence of a
man in a comon soldier's uniform

"What in hell do you think you' re doing, soldier? 1In an illega
vehicle, and here at a village site against the strictest orders ... "

"Take it easy, Captain, |'ve got sonething on board this shuttle that
you' ve been after for a long tine."



"l doubt it." Torkel said. Then, before he could continue to outline
the penalties and fines the nan had al ready accrued agai nst specific
regul ati ons, he saw a slatternly female figure appearing to | ean casually
agai nst the frane.

"What the frag!"

"Ch, | don't mean her," the nman said, dismssing, the woman with a wave
of his hand, "but |'ve heard you can't find ore on this planet, not no way and
no how. "

Torkel had started nmoving toward the man and the shuttle again for the
purpose of ending this farce when the man's taunting offer nade himfalter a
stride or two. If he'd found ore on this bl eeding pl anet

"You have?" Torkel noved forward again, aware that his unkenpt state was
bei ng observed by the man, who was now grinning. "Don't-nmention it," Torke
war ned, with a pause between each word.

"Why should | care if you tripped and fell in the nud?" the nman said,
shruggi ng his shoulders and lifting his hands high, but he had the wisdomto
renove the smile as Torkel approached him

"You are ... " Fiske paused for the nan to identify hinself.
"Satok ... shanachie of McGee's Pass."” The man narrowed his eyes at
Torkel, inmediately resumng his cocky manner. Then be pulled out a fold of

the cl ean uniform he was wearing by way of explanation for his present garb
"Needed to find out where you were. You're a hard man to contact."

"The ore, man ..

"Troubl e's been, you Intergal guys been going about your searching al
wrong, and | ooking in the wong pl aces.™

"Ch, have we?"
Sat ok gestured for the girl to back out of the way to let Torkel enter

The shuttle was in no better condition inside, but the noment Torkel saw
the crates of varied shapes and colors netted safely away fromthe piloting
area, he ignored everything else. He had studied just enough geology to be
able to recognize the variety of ores known to be avail abl e on Petaybee, even
if none had actually been found here. He touched greeny copper-bearing rock
grayi sh tin, copper-red-orange gernani uny he saw the gold vein through rock
and even eneral ds enbedded in clay.

"I can't deny you've found a variety of very interesting itens, Satok,"
he said with a nonchal ance that was far fromthe exultant surge that he was
experiencing at the sight of what they had spent years trying to |ocate on
this ice ball.

"Small as this cargo is ..

"This cargo's a very small portion of what's easily available, if you
know where and how to look for it."

"And you do?" Torkel chall enged him



Sat ok contented hinself with a smug snile. "I can show you enough
| ode-bearing sites to make your eyes bug out."

Torkel jerked his head at the girl, wondering if Satok should be so
blatant. Satok nerely shrugged. Then his expression changed so abruptly that
Torkel drew back in surprise; as Satok was raising a weapon, Torkel was
al ready reaching for his own side arm but Satok was not shooting at him He
was ai mng out the shuttle door at small darting orange figures, and firing
until the clip was enpty.

"Hate them bl oody orange nothers!” His face was a rictus of an intense
hatred. He calmy slamred anot her magazine into the hand weapon, and then
gave a surprised exclamation. "Wat the ... "

Torkel | ooked around to see the slatternly girl racing toward the cover
of the trees, her sobs trailing back Iike the sounds of a lost soul, a tai
protrudi ng fromone side of her body. But there were no corpses of orange
cats on the ground, and that surprised Torkel as much as it did Satok

"Frag it, | can't have mi ssed!" Satok was shouting as he stared about.
He junped to the ground to peer under the shuttle's slanting prow.

"Forget them Satok. They're uninportant.”

"Yeah?" Satok snarled. His |oss of poise gave Torkel a chance to seize
control of the situation

"Yeah! | want to see nore of this sort of stuff,"” he told Satok. "And
| want to see it as fast as you can get ne to these nmother | odes you rave
about. But, first, I've got to go back to the village for a nmonent ... " And

Torkel cursed the necessity. He pegged Satok as an opportuni st and
unreliable. But if he'd come to find Torkel Fiske, he must al so know t hat
Torkel was the best officer at SpaceBase to deal with.

"Yeah, yeah, | guess so. But do we have a deal ?* The man's eyes
glittered with greedy anticipation.

Torkel assuned a casual pose. "That depends on how accessible this ore

"Far more accessible than you've any idea, Captain dear," Satok replied
with the oily smle Torkel would have liked to wi pe off his face.

"If that's the case, you may be sure that Intergal will be
appreci ative.'

"As always?" The sneer was back as Satok | eaned agai nst the doorfrane.

"Why don't you acconpany me to town?" Torkel began, addi ng quickly when
he saw the apprehension flash in Satok's eyes, "There's woods enough to hide
you fromprying eyes while | make ny farewells ... And there's no one to hear
us talk out here." He gestured at the open clearing, the forests deserted
even by small animals after the arrival of the shuttle.

Sat ok punched the button to close the shuttle door and gestured
ironically for Torkel to | ead the way.

During their wal k, Satok nentioned that there were sixteen different
| ocati ons where ore had been collected, claimng that all the deposits were
extremely rich and, furthernore, were so accessible that the conpany had



simply over |ooked themtime and time again. The man woul dn't be nore
specific, but the hold full of ore was proof in itself.

Torkel was both delighted and infuriated. |If the deposits had all been
there, and so accessible, why had the best geol ogical teans of Intergal failed
where this mniserable excuse for a nman succeeded?

He | eft Satok on the edge of the village while he went on, resuming his
attenpt to brush the mud off his clothing as he wal ked. This time Torkel took
t he boardwal ks, which were noticeably enpty of pedestrians, and the | ong way
around to Aigur's house. The damed cats were back, he noticed. As well he'd
| eft Satok screened fromthe village and the tenpting display of orange cats,
or the man's hatred of the beasts night have over cone any sense he had.

Torkel noticed a nud scraper on the first step of the house and
dutifully used it on his shoes. He heard sone odd scurryings inside the
house, and it seermed to himthat he also heard a faint hissing over head. Too
| ate now. He rapped on the door, courtesy was al ways appreci at ed.

When the door opened to him he wasn't so sure about that fromthe stony
| ooks he received.

"I"mextrenely sorry, Marmon, but an energency's conme up and the
shuttle has cone to collect ne," he said with a disarming smle. "I really
hate to abandon you like this." He turned to Aisling, and only then noticed
that Marm on and the |arge woman were the only two in the place.

"Ch dear,"” Marmion said, "I had hoped to have | onger

"I don't see why you can't, dear lady," Torkel said, smling at Aisling.
"I's it possible Sinead coul d gui de Madane Al genei ne back to SpaceBase, or
woul d it upset her schedule too nmuch?"

"Ch, and isn't it a shane, with you in a hurry, and Sinead not here to

ask, but sure | couldn't speak for her and me, |I'm hopeless in the

out - of -doors, " Aisling said, gushily, tw tching her fingers through the fabric
of her vol um nous dress. "She won't be that Iong, and you've hardly had a
chance to finish your coffee. Let nme just heat it up a bit for you." She had
al ready taken the cup and was lifting the kettle lid to check the water. "Ah,
and that will be nore pleasant to drink ... "

"Really, " Torkel held up his hand, trying to forestall the courtesy.
"I absolutely rmust return i mediately to the shuttle and, "

"Good heavens, Torkel, did you fall in the nud?" Marm on asked. "Is
there a brush about, Aisling?" She'd taken up a kitchen towel and was
advancing on him "A stiff one, so we can get the rest of this off. You

don't want to ruin your reputation by appearing back at SpaceBase | ooking |ike
somet hing a cat dragged in, do you, Torkel ?"

Torkel tried to reassure her that he could change the noment he
returned, and anyway, it had dried out and wasn't a problem but this did not
suit Marmon de Revers Algeneine. Controlling his temper, Torkel was forced
to submt to their mnistrations. He hoped that Satok didn't take it into his
head to di sappear.

It took a long tinme to get himneat enough for Marmion's satisfaction
and by that time Sinead had returned fromher errand i medi ately, she agreed
that she and Aisling had better return to Kilcoole and could certainly guide
Marm on back to the SpaceBase.



Torkel was nearly quivering with rage and frustration by the tine he was
allowed to leave. As if to deliberately delay himfurther, Marm on thought of
a nmessage she'd better send to keep others fromworrying about her. It took
time to find paper and a stub of a pencil Aigur used for naking pattern
drawings. but in the end, with the note in his cleanly brushed pocket, he was
all owed to | eave

"Where the frag have you been?" Satok demanded. "I didn't expect you
to take the rest of the day to get back to me." Hi s hirsute face turned even
slyer than before. "You didn't make sonme private deal for yourself in there

with the conpany on a private communit, did you?"

"Don't be stupid," Torkel snapped, striking out toward the clearing and
the shuttle. They walked in tense silence for the twenty mnutes or so it
took to reach the shuttle. Torkel banged the Open button, then swung into the
shuttl e and took the passenger seat while Satok cl osed the door and assuned
the pilot's place. They took off and headed nort hward.

Back in Aigur's cabin, Marmon | ooked sadly down at the linp body of the
orange cat. Her throat was tight; she really wanted to weep at the sight of
the beautiful intelligent little animal laid | ow by such a savage attack. A
track-cat was gently licking the graze wound across the smaller creature's
spine. She and Aisling had shielded the cats from Torkel's view by hiding
t hem behi nd the covered | oomframe, but now the big cat tended its snaller
cousin while the girl who had first brought it to Aigur's house | ooked on
agitatedly.

"Can't we do nmore for the poor thing?" she asked, wringing hands covered
wi th rock dust and bl eeding from scrapes and scrat ches.

"Now, now, the cat's already getting the best treatment possible,

really, Luka," Sinead told her. Sinead's hands, like Aigur's, were covered
wi th dust, scrapes, and bruises. She'd had to keep themin her pocket while
Torkel was present. "Takes a lot to kill one of these cats, and the others

all escaped without injury.”

"But will this one be all right?" Luka sobbed. "Satok killed all there
were in McCee's Pass, you know "

"We'll know if the spine has been damaged when it regai ns consci ousness,
but I don't think Patchog woul d be cleansing the wound if he didn't think the
cat had a chance."

Mar mi on wat ched the exchange with interest. Shortly after Torkel had
left to investigate the arrival of the shuttle, Luka had arrived, bearing the
cat's linmp body in her arms and crying. Entrusting the cat to Aisling's
tender mnistrations, she had turned away from Marm on to whisper urgently
wi th Sinead and A gur.

| mredi ately Sinead had turned to Marmon. "There's sonething we have to
do now. | can't tell you what or why but Aisling will stay with you and help
you, if you'll agree to detain Fiske and any guest he m ght have with hi mwhen

he returns for as long as you possibly can.”
"But why can't you tell me?" Marm on had asked, a little offended.
Si nead gave her a warning | ook, which told Marm on enough right there.

This was not something that they didn't want her to know, but something that,
for the sake of her position, she should not want to know. She had nodded



agreement and qui ckly hel ped Aisling conceal the cats as the other wonen
di sappeared into the village.

Now Tor kel and hi s conpani on had gone, |eaving Luka, who had been
weepi ng for many reasons, only one of themthe injury to the cat. She seened
ashaned and frightened, chagrined and relieved, and wept with all of these
enotions, stopping finally as her tears fell on Marm on's soothing hand. She
| ooked at that elegant hand on her filthy, torn dress and then up at the
ki ndliness in the beautiful face.

She | ooked to Sinead and the others. Sinead, searching Marmon's face,
nodded sharply.

"All right, maam I'Il tell you now," Luka said. A sly snile curved
her mouth until the recently cut |lip nade her wince. She snuffled, w ped her
nose on the back of her hand, and then began to explain what facts she knew,
repeating, evidently verbatim conversations she had overheard.

She spoke of a man who had been one of the out casts of Petaybee, who
had never known what even Marm e had experienced in the cave, who had j oi ned
t he conpany after turning against his own planet, and joined pirates after
turni ng agai nst the conpany, as well. Luka herself had been dazzl ed by him
when he first cane to McGee's Pass, claimng he was there to help them over
the grief following their great tragedy. "That was before | knew he was after
causin' it hinmself, ma'am He as nuch as killed the MConachies he did, and
convinced us all, the devil, that the planet had turned against us. Al the
time he was takin' fromthe sacred place, though I didn't know how or why
until 1 was well away fromthere, | swear | didn't. Wen | started gettin’
suspi ci ous and woul d have returned to ny own people, he gave nme to one of his
bl oody accomplices, as if | was a sack of beans, and that man told all in the
village that | nmy own self was a reject, one Petaybee cast out and nade mad.
Al the time they were takin' stuff out of the planet, and |I |earned that they
was killin' it in bits, so that it couldn't harmthemwhen they took fromit.
But | heard himsay that when the little girl fromKilcoole cane and he was
found out, that now was the tine to sell out to the conpany, and he brought
everything to show yer nan the captain. So | got the notion, even then, that
maybe when the captain | ooked, what was in the shuttle wouldn't be of any
interest to him but would have changed to conmon rock. Sinead and Ai gur here
hel ped ne, as did others in this towmn. But | fear we were too late, for the
captain already saw the real stuff.”

"Which you didn't," Sinead said. "So all you have is hearsay fromus."
Marm on nodded wisely. "I see.”
"But | amthat worried about what they'll do now, ma'am" Luka said.

"For that evil nman knows where nore's to be found, and if the captain believes
him... "

Mar mi on nodded, wavi ng her understanding with el egant fingertips while
her m nd was already | eapi ng ahead on the problem Fiske in unwitting
collusion with pirates? How far was he prepared to go for these little mning
projects? She al nost wi shed she didn't know as nuch as she did now, because
t he whol e i ssue brought her into something of a conflict of interests. She
felt great synpathy for the Petaybeans, but realized that her position as a
nonparti san i nvestigator for the comm ssion was al ready severely conprom sed.

"Ah well," she said. "The exchange was, of course, a very clever idea
al t hough naturally I woul d have been forced to forbid it, had I known. D d
Aisling and | give you enough tinme?"



Sinead snorted at the very notion that she couldn't organize a sinple
exchange like that, even if it had taken every avail able villager and every
rock they could find in the clearing.

"I think we better start back now, Danmm," Sinead said.
"I would be honored if you would call nme Marmion, as ny friends do," she
told Sinead, including Aisling, Luka, and Aigur in her glance.

Si nead gave her a thoughtful glance and for one dreadful noment, Marm on
t hought perhaps that she might not live up to the criterion Sinead Shongil
expected of 'friends'. Her smle was rmuch like her brother's and oddly shy,
as if she did not give her friendship that often

"Then we are honored ... Marmion. My we stop at Kilcoole first,
t hough?"

"OfF course, | was going to suggest that. C odagh and Whit will have to
be informed ... unless,” Marmon added, snmiling ruefully at the stil

abl e-bodi ed orange cats who had slipped in to join the big cat inits
attentions to their fallen brother, "they already know. "

"Some, but not all," Sinead replied with a smle, as she and Aisling
began to pack up their bel ongi ngs.

At first light, the weather did not | ook too encouraging, but Yana gave
Johnny an appealing ook as he turned fromthe wi ndow, and he threw up his
hands in surrender.

"M ght be damed bunpy," he told her

"I"d risk nore than that," Yana told him

"Me, too," Bunny added. Diego only gave a sharp nod of his head.

Lonci e insisted on packi ng them sone food, which Johnny said he'd
repl eni sh on his next trip north.

"Ay, de me, and soneone will go hungry here in the neantime? Of wth
you, ami go, and do not concern yourself with such details at a tine like this.
Find La Pobrecita, and that is nore than enough."

When they were strapped into their seats, w th Nanook crouched again in
the rear, enduring his disconfort valiantly, Johnny took off. Once on a south
easterly course, he handed Yana an aerial map.

"I want you to doubl e-check something for ne. It seens to nme the
Lacrimas River runs pretty straight fromthe mouth, which is alnost directly
opposite Harrison's Fjord. Am|l right?"

"I see what you're getting at," Yana said, unfolding the chart and
giving it a shake as she searched it. "You think that the undersea tunne
m ght cone up near the Vale of Tears?"

"Well, it's nore of a possibility than you might think, " Johnny said,
not sure enough to nmention why he thought it a possibility, even as he
mental ly matched the face of 'Cita with Bunny sitting behind him

He shook his head. Shongilis all had unusual bone structure, so, unless



Granddaddy Shongili had warmed a few beds he hadn't dared nention to his
possessive wi fe, Johnny could think of only one |ogical conclusion

Yana perused the map and gave a yelp of triunph as she found the two
relative points; then, with a worried frown, she said, "Johnny, there's two
thousand miles between the two continents!”

"Uncl e Sean thought there'd be that at |east,"
seat belt to | ean over Yana's shoul der

Bunny sai d, releasing her

"Belt up!" Johnny said in a roar that reverberated in the small cabin
and made Nanook snarl. "Sorry."

Yana passed the map over her shoul der to Bunny.

"W nmade it in about a hundred and fifty mles to the cave-in ... "
Bunny began, her voice trailing off. "That isn't very far ... considering ..
" Her voice went on, slightly nuffled as she bent down to Nanook's head.
"You did say Uncle Sean was alive, didn't you?"

Nanook sneezed, and Bunny si ghed, not conpletely reassured.

They traveled a long way in silence broken by Di ego, who whistled odd
little snatches of tunes and nuttered to hinself. The others respected that
he m ght be working on a new song. Bunny |ooked out her w ndow at the endl ess
snow, shaded bl ues and grays and occasionally |avenders in the shadows. She
could see the distant jagged teeth of spiky up thrusts and wondered whi ch set
of themrose above the Vale of Tears.

Then, just as they were approaching the general |ocation of the Vale of
Tears, they saw the gl ow of a huge canpfire, sparks rising high above it.
Bunny shouted unintelligibly grabbing Johnny by the shoul der and pointing
downward; at the sanme time, Nanook nmade a sudden attenpt to squirmout from
under the seat. Johnny issued |oud orders for everyone to keep their places
and shut their faces. Follow ng Bunny's screeched directions, he circled the
copter to starboard. Below, it was possible to see the three figures
stunbling and falling down a hill, actually rolling in one case, leaving a
pattern of bloody circles on the snow One of the figures was feline. Nanook
et out an ear-piercing yow, a sound Bunny had never before heard a track-cat
utter.

To her astonished gaze, the cat on the ground | ooked up, and she could
see its jaws opening as if to give voice to a simlar cry.

"Tighten your fragging seat belts, all of you," Johnny cried. Hs
war ni ng was unnecessary. His passengers could feel the turbul ence he was
fighting as he tried to | and.

He was making a | ow pass to exam ne the dangerously uneven terrain bel ow
when Yana pointed to the bl eeding man Iying on the ground and cried out,
"That's Sean down there!"

"And La Pobrecita with him" Johnny said. "I've still got to have a
reasonably flat space to put this bird down without splintering a skid. Bear
with ne."

Using the three figures as the center, Johnny circled until he spotted a
suitably level place. As soon as he |anded, Yana, medi-kit in one hand and a
bundl e of extra winter clothing in the other, was out of the plane. Bunny and
Nanook right behind her. Just as Johnny was about to follow, Diego pulled at



hi s shoul der and pointed to the top of the rise and the swarm of fol ks com ng
over it, brandishing an odd assortnent of armaments.

Johnny motioned for Diego to take the LD- 404 down fromits brackets over
the entrance to the cargo bay as he checked that he had clips for his hand
weapon and the spare automati c he haul ed out fromunder his seat. Then the
pil ot and Di ego foll owed the wonen and the track-cat.

Yana was kneeling besi de Sean, wrapping himin the winter clothing and
tendi ng his wound. Bunny assisted in the medical chores, searching for the
items in the medi-kit Yana demanded. The track-cats stood about six neters
fromeach other, sniffing, tails twitching anmi ably enough. The child, in a
fur jacket much too large for her, was huddl ed agai nst the clouded cat, w de
eyes in a frightened white face.

D ego caught Johnny's arm staring a question at himas he pointed his
free hand at the child. Johnny grinned and nodded, and then turned to watch
the progress of the nob slipping and sliding down the hill toward them

See 'Cita, Senior Luzon is as bad a man in his own way as Shepherd
Howl i ng, " Johnny said in a gentle voice, bending down to the child. "Loncie
was real upset to see you got talked into going with him So we cane to take
you away back to your own people.”

"This unworthy one has no people,"”
grip on Coaxtl's fur.

"Cita said, getting an even firner

"That's where you're wong, kiddo," Johnny said. "Bunny, cone here.
Now, pronto!"

Bot h Yana and Bunny | ooked around, their faces show ng di sgruntlenent at
being interrupted. Both stared, and Bunny's nouth dropped w de open

"You must be, you can't be anything else ... "
her cheek, her nose, her Iips.

Bunny's hand wandered to

"Your nother made it through, niece of mne," Sean said, nodding
sol emmly, | ooking fromBunny's face to the thin gaunt one of a child who was
so obviously a blood rel ative.

"But | am Coa-"

"Don't you dare use that name for yourself, Pobrecita,"” Johnny said,
angrily shaking his finger at her. "Buneka Rourke, this is your sister
though I think we can find a better proper name for her than 'Cita, or Nina,
don't you think?"

"A sister!™ And Bunny was folding the startled child into her arnms. "A
sister of my very own! Everyone | know has at |east a sister or a brother
and all 1've ever had were cousins ... "
"And uncl es and aunts," Sean pronmpted through gritted teeth as Yana
yanked t he bandage to make sure it was firm about the jagged arrow wound.

"Hey, we got trouble,"” Diego said, staring up the hill. "If that isn't
Matt hew Luzon, ny name's not Di ego Metaxos, and | do know nmy own nane!"

"And the good and reverent Shepherd How ing, too, I'll wager," Johnny
added, noticing the man in flow ng robes beside the Intergal vice-chairnman



"Ch, he's cone for me. He'll nmake me marry him...
"Marry him" burst fromfive throats

"Not while we live!" Johnny said in a voice that sounded nuch |ike the
snarls issuing fromboth track-cats. "Bunny, get your sister into the copter
and stay therel™

"She's ny sister and |'ve the right,
"CGo," Sean said and pointed to the copter. "Lock the doors."

"There's a box of flares, Bunny. Get 'emout, and if you see ne circle
nmy hand, aim'emat that crowd."

"CGotcha!" And, lifting her sister into her arnms, Bunny sprinted back to
the safety of the copter. Push come to shove, she'd fly it out of there
hersel f, she'd watched Johnny often enough to understand the principles of the
yoke and the gearing. No one was going to get her little sister, not when
she'd just found her.

Johnny handed Yana the automatic and the clips, slapping Sean's hand
away when he tried to get the weapon

"You handl e the cats, Sean. That is, if the clouded one will take
orders |ike Nanook will," Johnny suggested.

Both cats growed lowin their bellies, making their necks vibrate as
they took positions on either side of Sean Shongili

The crowd's noise had died to a murrmur. Matthew and Shepherd How i ng
| ed the pack by several strides.

"Well, Dr. Luzon, you've led me quite a hunt,"
men were near enough to hear him

Johnny cal |l ed when the

"Whil e you, Captain Geene, did not reappear as you prom sed."

"Ch, | reappeared. Dr. Luzon, just as | said | would, but you' d taken
off in old Scobie's beat-up snocle. M/ conplinments on your driving to get
t hat snow bucket this far."

Shepherd Howl i ng rai sed one arm his robe falling back over his bony

wrist, pointing to the copter. "The child Goat-dung is one of ny flock and is
about to become one with me, to the salvation of her humanity. You nust
return her to my protection. | don't care what error you infidels fall into

or what the G eat Mnster does to you, but she nust be returned to ne, and the
nonst er who abducted her, as well."

"Well, now, sir, | can't rightly do that," Johnny said.

"Watch who you're calling a nonster, you abom nation," Sean snarl ed.
"This child is ny niece, and she is and will remain with her closest relative.
I, her uncle, and mal e guardian, did not condone and will not condone a
marriage for the child to anyone."

Shepherd How i ng | ooked from Sean's face to the wound on Sean's |eg, and
back to his face again, his eyes widening with horror. "You! You were the
monster! The seal man! Then the girl, she, too, is a nonster."



"Monster?" Yana chal | enged, inserting herself between the injured Sean
and the self-procl ai ned Shepherd. "I only see one nonster here, and it isn't
Dr. Shongili. Do you always throw | ethal weapons at visitors, M. How ing?"

"He was no visitor when we first saw him" Shepherd How i ng bl at her ed.
"He | ooked like a seal at first and then started, growing. And he came from
the underworld via the portal fromwhich all of the damabl e abomni nati ons of
this planet emanate!"
"Nonsense, " Yana snapped. "He was exploring an under-ground passage
where his pregnant sister and brother-in-Iaw di sappeared nmany years ago
You're making up this incredible story to prevent further inquiry into your
own abomi nable activities."

"I very much doubt that," Matthew Luzon said, smling unctuously. "Wen
| arrived, all of the Shepherd's flock were exclainmng about the nonster they
had found and were preparing to burn it over an open fire. | didn't see the

beast myself, but | was naturally trying to prevail upon the Shepherd to all ow
me to study it rather than destroy it, to take it back to the | aboratory and
run some tests. Since Dr. Shongili's wound corresponds with that of the

beast, |'d say he has sone explaining to do."

"I'"d say you had nore, Dr. Luzon," Yana said in a voice so cold it made
Johnny shiver, "for |I'mreasonably certain you woul d know t he paragraphs in
Col lective Interplanetary Societies' regulations, which apply to Intergal as
wel |l as the rest of inhabited space, about forced or child marriages."

"But, Major Maddock, all during her return trip to her home here in the
Val e of Tears, Goat-dung, "

"Phah!" Sean expl oded.

"The child," Matthew went on, "told ne how happy she was to be com ng
hone to such an auspicious narriage."

"How many wi ves have you at the nmonent, Shepherd How i ng?" Yana
demanded.
"*Cita nentioned five," Sean said icily. "Al so against the custons of
this planet which do not, to the best of ny know edge, sanction pol ygany."

"Now now, Dr. Shongili. W nustn't be ethnocentric,” Matthew said with
his smle still in place. "W rnust allow religious conmmunities their own
nores and fol k ways and rites, however strange they may seemto us."

"Not with ny niece," Sean said.

"And how can you prove that you are her uncle?" Matthew denanded

"Hell, man, that's so obvious, it's the stupidest question you' ve asked
so far," Diego Metaxos said, sputtering in his rage and turning the LD-404 in
t he Shepherd's, and Matthew Luzon's, direction

"Young man," Matthew began, "you are in grave danger of,

"Let's save the talk for a nore appropriate time," Yana said, noticing
Sean beginning to sway with fatigue and pain. "Captain G eene cane to coll ect
you, Dr. Luzon, so we'll do just that and | eave these people to sort their
sordid little fol k ways by thensel ves in what ever way they care to, so |ong
as it doesn't involve Dr. Shongili or his niece or any of the rest of us, for



that matter."

Matt hew Luzon turned his back on her to appeal to the Shepherd, who was

swelling with righteous indignation and anger. "Shepherd, you can see what
the investigation is up against. These people all justify each other's views,
and no dissenting voice is allowed to be heard. |If only you woul d appoint an

apostle to |l ead your people while you come with me and speak to the conmm ssion
on your views of the effects this planet has on people, justice would be far
better served."

The Shepherd's eyes widened with interest, and he nodded as Matthew
spoke.

Johnny Greene cut themoff short. "If you think I'mbringing that one
back in the same plane with that little girl, Dr. Luzon, 1'd think again very
carefully," Johnny said. "Not to nention the fact that we'd be grossly
over| oaded for the fuel | have on board."

"You can refuel at Bogota, man." Matthew snapped back, "and you know it
as well as | do."

"I have a wounded man, Dr. Luzon, which requires me to take the
straightest route back north." Johnny jerked his head at Yana and Diego to
hel p Sean back to the copter. "So this captain l[imts his passengers to those
in jeopardy and those he originally ferried over. You, of course, are one,
sir, but | can't authorize another passenger. So if you don't care to join
this flight, Dr. Luzon, I'Il be happy to request that other transport coll ect
you, and your guest, ASAP!'"

"Why, you ... Luzon's eyes sparked with suppressed anger
"Captain Greene, sir, yes, sir, attached to the exclusive service of Dr.
Whi ttaker Fiske, sir." Johnny held the eye contact.

Suddenl y, suspiciously, Luzon capitulated, saying in a deceptively
pl easant tone of voice, "Then, as soon as you are airborne, you will contact
SpaceBase and request the i medi ate departure of a copter to collect mnyself,
nmy assistant, and ny guest. |Is that plain? Any delay in the dispatch of that
request will be a matter of record and dealt with appropriately. Do |I make
nmysel f clear to you, Captain Greene, in the service, for the time being, that
is, of Dr. Fiske?"

"Plain as day, sir. Thank you. sir. Good day, sir. And to you, sir,"
Johnny said, snapping salutes at both Luzon and the astoni shed Shepherd
How i ng

Then with a smart about face, he | eapt over a hillock and proceeded as
fast as the terrain pernitted back to the copter

He took off, aware of the npans of Coaxtl, who had never endured such an
experience, and the purring reassurances of Nanook, who found hinmself suddenly
braver about flying.

No sooner was Johnny in the air than he sw tched channel s on the comm
unit, grinning as he did so. "Hey, there MonBase, this is Bravo-Jig-Fox-trot
four-two- ni ne-one, Captain Johnny Greene, calling in for the i mediate, |
repeat-the i medi ate di spatch of a copter to these coordinates, " He read them
out. "to collect Intergal Vice-Chairman Matthew Luzon, assistant, and guest
passenger. This is top priority Please log in request inmrediately as of
1940.34 30 "



"You got yourself in Luzon's bad books, honey? asked a fenale voice.

"Me, MoonBase? Not ne," Johnny replied in his nost ingenuous tone. "Is
that Neva Marie's voice in my ears?"

"The very one."

Well, listen up, Neva Marie, because Luzon is in urgent need of
transport, and | cannot seemto make contact with either SpaceBase or any
ai rborne copters planetside. So cut |oose one of those light shuttles and | et
one of your bushpilots have sonme fun. Landing's dicey, so tell himto be
careful where he sets down. Oh, and off the record, bring a real strong
deodori zer!"

"Beg pardon?

Johnny repeated his last remark and grinned at Yana over his shoul der
"You got this request |ogged in proper and on the dot?"

"Li ke you said, and the off the record is off the record."
"Neva Marie, | owe you."

A |l ow chuckl e preceded the sign-off as the dispatch officer purred
"I"ll give a good deal of thought to that, Johnny. Over and out. Shuttle
pilot scranbling as of right now. 1943.30.02."

"Win't he get back to SpaceBase faster than we will?" Bunny asked
anxi ously fromthe snocub, where she had strapped herself and her sister in.
That way, Sean had roomto stretch out his injured | eg while Yana cushi oned
hi s upper body against hers. D ego sat up front with Johnny.

"Possibly," Johnny replied carelessly. "The inportant aspect is that
the request was logged in as we were taking off. And I know for a fact that
all the SpaceBase copters are being used by Luzon's nen for 'field research'.”
He chuckled to hinmself and then raised his voice. "Bunny, how s your sister
travel i ng back there?"

"Fi ne, Johnny, just fine! |'mthinking what nane we should give her."

"Why not give her your nother's, Bunka?" Sean asked in a | ow tone that
hid much of the fatigue he was feeling fromall save Yana. She could feel his
body spasming and shivering fromhis recent ordeal and cl asped him nore
tightly to her. "Your dad had his way with yours."

"Aoi fa Rourke!" Bunny savored the name, which she pronounced properly
as "Eeefa." "Your name, your real name, your heart's name, is Aoifa, 'Cita.
But, if you feel safer, we will only call you 'Cita."

There was a sl eepy nunble, and very shortly there was silence from al
Johnny' s passengers, though Diego's |ips noved frequently, soundlessly.

Chapter 13

Johnny | anded hi s passengers at Kilcool e; then, once he and D ego had
carried Sean into C odagh's house, he flew on to report to Wittaker Fiske at
SpaceBase.



"That's very interesting, son," his boss said when Johnny had conpl et ed
the debriefing. "Found the | ost Rourke child and brought Shongili back, too.
You didn't happen to spot Torkel anywhere down there, did you?"

"No, sir, | didn't." Johnny kept private his notion that the presence
of Captain Torkel Fiske would have been one burden too many. "Is he with one
of the other investigative teans?"

Whit shook his head and then dism ssed that problemwi th a wave of his
hand.

They both | ooked up at the unm stakable runble of a shuttle coming into
I and.

"Cut it fine, didn't you, son?" \Whit grinned as he rose. "I'd best go
out and see what | can do to pacify Matthew "

"Sir, | had wounded ... "

Whi tt aker Fi ske nodded vigorously, raising his hand to reassure his
copter pilot. "You did exactly as you should. And so did Major Maddock. The
very idea of polygany, especially for a religious purpose, with a prepubescent
child is revolting in this day and age. And specifically against the
Collective Interplanetary Societies' Bill of Individual R ghts. Better get
that copter serviced, son. | want it kept ready to scranble."

Johnny raised his eyebrows, hoping for a little off-the-record advice,
but Whittaker's expression suggested that he tend to his current orders.

Contrary to Wittaker's expectations, he received neither call nor visit
from Matt hew Luzon, nor was there a conplaint officially |ogged in against
Captain John Greene. Nor, during that day, was there any nessage fromhis son
or a whi sper concerning his whereabouts. Only the matter of a concussed guard
found at one of the side access gates to SpaceBase.

Torkel Fiske was angry enough, but Satok was livid with rage, kicking at
the crates, splintering half a dozen, and paying no attention to the rocks
t hat bounced down on his boots, as if he welconed the pain. Torkel also
listened to the invective Satok cast on the head of that slatternly Luka and
what he intended to do to her when he found her again. Fromthe brief
glinpses he'd had of the girl, Torkel could not quite believe that she had had
the intelligence, nmuch less the strength, to renmove all the genuine ore
sanmpl es, which Torkel had hinself handl ed and seen, in the time they'd been
absent fromthe shuttle.

Wt hout proof of the find, however, the comm ssion would pay scant
attention to Satok and night reach their decision before the man coul d gat her
nore sanples. There were other ways to assert conpany control of this planet,
of course, the conpany-built and maintained roads, power plants, hospitals,
and school s Torkel suggested to Marmion. All in the nane of taking care of
the colonists, of course. |If they were better treated, nore civilized, they'd
be nmore cooperative. Especially when the planet was over run with corps
troops, not originally from Petaybee. He'd nmake sure of that this tinme, doing
t he buil ding and nmaintaining. Especially if conpany doctors al so made sure
t hat the physiol ogi cal aberrations peculiar to Petaybeans were studi ed and
elimnated, and if birth control was strictly nonitored so that the Petaybeans
at no time grew too nunmerous to control. Conpany teachers would slant their
curriculumto insure the loyalty of their students, and conpany conmuni cations
systenms woul d insure that inhabitants, both original and new to the planet,



accepted the conpany agenda and kept the conpany side of any dispute forenost
intheir minds at all tines. And if they didn't, troops could travel by
conpany roads to make sure people remenbered their manners.

And the planet? The living planet? Wthin hinself, Torkel didn't sneer
at the idea. Petaybee was sentient. He knewit. He had felt it, seen it,
heard it hinself. But that didn't nmean he liked it. That Satok had stolen
ores fromthe body of the beast itself inpressed Torkel no end, but only if
the man could show the I odes. Al they had in the shuttle were comon rocks
and dust. The ore was no better than the fairy gold of G andnother Fiske's
bedti me stories.

He woul d have preferred to play with his coin collection or dissect a
roundwor m bef ore bedti me, but G andnother Fiske, who, he supposed, was
responsi ble for the weird streak in his father, was a great believer in the
twentieth century phil osopher Joseph Canpbell. She thought that children
needed nyths and fairy tales to informtheir lives. She had never understood
him Grandma Fiske. Torkel was an explorer, a womani zer and a devel oper
preci sely because he | oathed nysteries. He liked everything well explained.

And now he and Sat ok both woul d have some explaining to do if they were
goi ng to convince the company comm ssion that Petaybee contai ned secrets
val uabl e enough for themto make the necessary investments to civilize and
control the planet. At the nonment, all he had to show was one green hunk of
copper -bearing rock and one small gold nugget that had rolled out of the
crates into a dark corner

"That was a good trick," he told the still-fum ng Satok. "I don't know
how you treated these rocks to make them appear to be the ores | thought they
were, but in this state they'll never convince the comm ssion.” He knew as

wel | as Satok that the ores had been replaced by Luka and those Kil cool e
worren, if not by a conspiracy of the whole village of Shannonmouth, but he
wanted to force Satok to reveal nore. As long as the nman kept his secrets to
hinsel f, they were of no use to Torkel or the conpany. "There's nore where

t hose cane from" Satok grow ed

"And where, exactly, is that? MGCee's Pass?" The nman had said he was
shanachi e there, so Torkel's guess wasn't that wild. Space probes had shown
some ores in that general area.

But Sat ok shook his head. "Nah, that vein's played out for now But |
got other sources. Only thing is, and the reason | decided to cut the conmpany
in, I need supplies. For ny method."

"Li ke what ?"

Satok grinned for the first time since they'd discovered Luka's
treachery. "That's right, Cap'n. Wien | tell you what | use, you think
you' re gonna have some ideas about ny nethod. And you will have. Only thing
is, it's somethin' you've been using all along. Wat | need the nost is
Petraseal. You get sone of these boys to load up the shuttle with Petraseal
and I'lIl get you sonme nore ore sanples within a couple of days."

"I go with you and you show ne," Torkel said, negotiating, "and I'll get
you all the Petraseal you want."

But the hairy bastard had the gall to shake his head. "No way. Not
till 1 have a contract with the company patenting my methods and with ful
claimto ny sites.”



"You can't get that without proof," Torkel said.

"Well, without ny help, man, you can't get sanples of ores you need for
proof the planet's worth sonmething to Intergal, so | guess if you don't get ne
nmy supplies, we're both out of Iuck."

"Al'l right," Torkel said on a |ong exasperated sigh. "I'Il release you
the Petraseal. But go get those sanples ASAP, okay? |'mnot sure how |l ong
the conmi ssion is going to take to come to their conclusions.™

"Then have your boys start loadin' my shuttle. Oh, and fill 'er up
while you're at it, will you?"
Torkel agreed, still seeming reluctant for the sake of verisimnlitude.

Actual ly, he would go al ong whet her Satok agreed or not. He could easily
plant a bug and track the man to his mne. He could even invite the

conmi ssion along to see the results of the new m ning operation first-hand,
and | earn sonething of Satok's secret process while they were at it.

Bi rds, songbirds, ravens, ducks, geese, hawks, and herons, brought them
as did relays of rabbits, foxes, wolves, feral cats, tane cats, track-cats,
bears, and squirrels. Each bird, each animal, carried inits nmouth a cutting,
a root, a shoot, of coo-berry branble. The birds flew directly to the
farthest points, to Dead Horse, Savoy, Wellington, Portage, Mrror Lake,
Harrison's Fjord, and McCGee's Pass. Followi ng the cats' directions, they
dropped the shoots near the planet's portals, the places where humanki nd coul d
conmune with Petaybee. The |argest deliveries went to the places where the
pl anet was at its nost open and vul nerable, and could be nost easily | ooted.
Al of these places were caves, and around the entrance of each cave and on
t he ground above the entrance, and all along the |l ength of the cave, the
shoots and roots and cuttings were dropped by birds and buried by the other
ani mal s, the badgers, the squirrels, the rabbits, and the foxes. Every
quarter of an hour or so for two days, fresh bits of coo-berry bush arrived,
supplied by the tireless efforts of C odagh, Wittaker Fiske, and assistants
fromthe town and the surrounding forests and tundra's of Kilcoole.

In nost places, the increased and highly specialized activity of the
animals was little nore than a curiosity. |In some places, no one even noticed
what was going on. At MGee's Pass, Krisuk Connelly and his famly, who had
been keeping watch on Satok's ol d house, noted the odd influx of aninmals and,
bet ween deliveries, sneaked in to see what they could possibly be doing.

The coo-berry plant was one of the planet's great puzzlenment's. Mst
t hi ngs on Pet aybee were good for nmany things, nedicine, food, shelter, warnth
Coo- berri es had never been nmuch good for anything. They were poisonous if you
ate nore than a handful, and the ailnent that m ght have been devi sed by the
planet to cure it had yet to be discovered. The thorns were sharp and stingy,
the | eaves were sticky, and the bl ossons were as small, and rare, as the
coo-berry itself. Once they got a start on any little dab of dirt, the dammed
bushes were al nost inpossible to kill. Wrse, they grew so fast you could
wat ch t hem grow, which was what Krisuk spent two days doing. Watching the
i nfestation of coo-berry. Wile the birds were still ferrying shoots in
dai ly, bushes sprang up fromthe first plantings and grew wai st high
overnight, their roots spreading out to cover the field between the town and
Sat ok' s house and clinbing up the house's stone exterior and covering the
out - bui | di ngs.

When that happened, Krisuk called the whole village to cone and see.
Hs mother's mouth was set in a bitter line and her dry eyes watched the
i ncursion despairingly. "Now, " she said, "now Petaybee is punishing us. For



ever listening to Satok. For letting himharmit."

Matt hew Luzon resisted the urge to hold his nose. Really! The things
he did for the conpany in the nane of humanity. To say the |east, Brother
Howl i ng snell ed extrenely gamy. Even Braddock was tenpted to open the
hel i copter's door to escape the stench and showed signs of wanting to divest
hi nsel f of his nost recent neal over the ice-speckled sea.

At | east the headphones in this helicopter worked properly, and Matthew
could occupy hinself by listening to the pilot's transm ssions and the
nmessages received from SpaceBase and MbonBase.

As they approached | and again at Harrison's Fjord, a crackling nessage
cane in from MonBase

"Captain Torkel Fiske requests that all council nenbers get in touch
with himimediately. He is currently tracking the activities of the
shanachi e of McCee's Pass."

Matt hew needed to hear no nore. MGee's Pass was on the way back to
SpaceBase from Harrison's Fjord, and a break fromhis present company woul d be
nost wel cone.

"Take us directly to McGee's Pass, pilot,"
hima thunbs-up signal and headed up the coast.

he ordered, and the man gave

As they approached the pass. Matthew saw that the village was built on
an incline, gradually scaling the foothills |leading up to the pass itself.

"Well, for frag's sake!" The pilot cursed as he flew beyond the village
over a field heavily over grown with vines stretching fromthe houses all the
way to a stone farnmstead about half a nmile distant. "Wat the frag have they

done to the fraggi ng helipad?"

"Set it down anywhere, nan!" Matthew commanded. "The plants'll cushion
the skids."

The pilot sounded doubtful as he said, "Well, okay. You're the boss,
Dr. Luzon."

Finally, soneone who did as he was told, Matthew thought with relief.

The pilot |anded, crushing a good half neter into the surroundi ng
vegetation. When he made no nove to |l eave the aircraft, Matthew inpatiently
tore open the door and | eaped out, and instantly regretted it.

H s | egs caught fire all the way to his crotch, and thousands of tiny
needl es stung through his pants, boots, and undergarnents to tear at his flesh
with each tiny novenent.

In fact, he didn't even have to nove. The wind fromthe copter rotors
drove the plants all around him Involuntarily, he screamed. Braddock junped

down to help him and he, too, began to scream

The Shepherd How i ng stood in the doorway, one hand uplifted, his nmouth
nmovi ng and hi s other hand pointing.

"What ?" Luzon nmnaged to ask as the chopper engines stopped.

"The Great Monster has thee in its grasp!" Shepherd Howing cried.



" Bewar e! "

"For pity's sake, man, it's no great nonster, just some sort of vinel"
Matt hew screeched. "Hel p!™

A young nman sitting atop a rock that was a virtual island in the sea of
stinging branbles called out, "Can | help you, sir?"

"CGet us out of here!" Matthew denanded.

"Ah. Your aircraft will be the safest place for that, sir. | suggest
you get back in it before the vines overgrow it."

"What? No plant can grow that fast!" Braddock replied, doubting his
own words as he unsuccessfully tried to disentangle the vines fromhis |egs.

"The Great Monster is devious and wily and tireless in clutching for the
soul s and bodi es of virtuous men!" Shepherd Howl i ng decl ai ned.

"I ndeed!" Matthew snapped at him He turned to the boy. "If I wished
to return to the helicopter I would never have | anded here, young man. Pl ease
assi st us out of these weeds and take us to your shanachi e and Captain Fiske
at once."

"Never heard of no Captain Fiske," the boy called back |azily, obviously
enjoying their situation, "and we run the shanachie off."

"Did you?" Matthew stood anpbng the stinging branbles and digested that.
"You heard him sir. Let's get out of here," Braddock whi ned.

But any inclination Matthew m ght have had to do just that had vani shed
with the boy's words. "Now why did you do that, son?"

"He was a wicked man, sir. Tryin' to make us think the planet wanted
one thing when it wanted the other."

"I"d very much like to talk to you about that, son. Please get us out
of here." Matthew, despite the stings, turned on the force of his not
i nconsi derabl e chari sna.

The boy shrugged and di sappeared. WMatthew and Braddock shoved Shepherd
Howl i ng back and sat in the copter while a crew of villagers arrived with
various stones and pieces of board to nake a path for them WMatthew was
somewhat surprised that they hadn't brought nmachetes or sickles to hack the
weeds down. Before he could ask about that, the boy ran across the stones and
grabbed himby the arm

"You'd best hurry, sir, or the coo-branbles will be a-growin' over
t hese, too, like."

"You will be rewarded by the conpany, nmy son," Shepherd How i ng said,
pushi ng Matthew aside to sprint over the stones with the agility of a mountain
goat. The speed with which he took advantage of the tenporary path and his
ni nbl eness i n avoi ding questing branble tendrils caused Matthew to re-eval uate
the man's degree of insanity.

Matt hew fol | owed quickly, Braddock somewhat nore reluctantly. The pil ot
opted to remain with his ship.



Wth the boy | eading them Shepherd Howling on his heels, and Matthew
followed nore slowy by Braddock, they reached the nearest of the hovels.
There they were joined by a man and wonman and a pack of whooping children
The rest of the village crowded in after them

Shepherd How i ng sl owed to hover noisonely by Matthew. "This is
possi bly a whol esone place, Brother Luzon. None of the orange mnions of the
underworl d one sees in many of the heathen towns are visible. And nowhere did
| see the nonster's yawning maw waiting to be fed by the ignorance of the
unenl i ght ened. "

"That is good news," Matthew said tersely, and turned to their
adol escent guide. He was far nore interested in what the villagers had to
say.

"Now, my boy, you nust explain something to ne, for | ama bit confused.
| was supposed to neet Captain Fiske and the shanachie of this village here.
Now you tell nme you've banished the shanachie. Being a stranger to this
pl anet, but one very interested in your custons, have | indeed been brought to
McCee' s Pass?"

"That's where you are, sir," said the woman of the house, undoubtedly
the boy's nother, pushing herself to the front. "And the best way to explain,
sir, is by singing you the song we nade."

Groaning inwardly at the prospect of another of the Petaybean songs,
Matt hew arranged his features in an engaging and interested smle.

"W sing it together," explained the man who seenmed to be the woman's
husband and the boy's father. "Because it happened to us all."

"W were all duped, he neans," the boy said.
A little girl said, "Al'l but Krisuk. He wasn't fooled."

"Pl ease sing," Matthew said, trying to cut to the performance if he had
to hear it to |l earn what they were tal king about.

"You start, Krisuk," the nother said.

The boy stood stock-still, arms at his sides, not a foot from Matt hew,
and began to chant in an eerie singsong style:

"One day the roof of the world fel

It killed our friends, our cousins

It killed the heir to its w sdom

For days we dug, too numb to cry.

Qur world had ended.

Aijijal"

The other villagers joined in, sone crying loudly, some munbling, al

reciting the nonsense words at the end of the verses as if they were
expl eti ves.



"A stranger came anong us to dig

He came anobng us, he said, to teach
Sure he was.

Strong he was.

He knew what to do.

He knew where to dig.

The world still spoke to him

He said.

Aijijal

He said if we followed himwe could win back the world.
He said if ny sister lay with himshe would be one with creation
She went with him
He said if we gave himthe best pups of the litter
Hs teamwould carry the spirit of our village to the world's corners
And it would know us once nore
W gave himthe pups
He said that the planet's orange feet carried tal es agai nst
us to other villages
He said if we were to heal, the feet nust be killed.

This, to our shame, we al |l owed.

And here, quite alarmngly, people began to tear their hair. Al of the
vill agers sang the next verse loudly and | anentingly.

"To our shane we didn't hide them

To our shane we didn't feed them

To our shane we heard his bl ows

To our shane we heard their cries

To our shame we di d nothing

Until only Shush

Shush the silent and sw ft



Survived. Shush who | ed us back into the world
Shush who brought our neighbors to us

Shush who left us at | ast

Footless in a world

Whose voi ce had been strangl ed

Whose tongue had been bl own away

By the one we called

Sat ok shanachi e.

Wiere is our sister now?

Gone to a bad man in a distant village.

Where are our best pups?

Starved and broken in spirit.

Where are our cats, the world's orange feet?

No | onger wal ki ng, bones except for Shush

And when our world speaks to us again as we have
Hoped and dreaned?

It screans.

Ajija."

"Ch, dear," Mtthew said when they had finished. "And all this because
of your shanachie, eh?"
"Yes, sir," the boy said. "He took all of our best for hinself and
betrayed everyone."

Matt hew coul d scarcely keep fromrubbing his hands together wth gl ee.
"Ch, that's terrible. Terrible indeed. Right, Brother How ing?"

Howing's lips twitched with a smle. "That's what cones of trafficking
with nonsters.”
"You can say that again, mster," the woman said. "Can you stay and
eat, sir?" she asked Matthew, but he waved a negati ve.

"I"'msorry, dear |ady, but your story distresses me so nuch that I
really think our best course is to resume our journey and seek to bring
justice to you and people |like you who are taken in by those who woul d mi sl ead
you. | hope |I can count on you to repeat your song before the council when
call on you!" he added, addressing the boy, who had sung every word in a voice
unexpect edl y good, |oud, and cl ear



"I"d be honored, sir," the boy said, although he sounded puzzled and

wary.

The villagers had to throw fresh steppi ng-stones and | ogs over the
brambl es for Matthew s party to return to the helicopter. Even then, the
pilot had to clinb out and hack at the vines with a machete before he could
free the copter's skids. The vines were tight against the belly of the ship,
strands attenpting to encircle the narrow stern. Matthew thought that such
fast-growi ng vegetation would al so bear scrutiny. GCeorge, he rather thought,
had some botani cal know edge. He'd send himto get a sanple, if one could be
cont ai ned | ong enough

Sat ok | anded the shuttle, | oaded with barrels of Petraseal, at Savoy.
H s three assistant 'shanachies' were still there, drinking and talking.

"Where's Luka?" Reilly asked.

"Ran off," Satok replied. "Don't worry. 1'll get her back, and when |
do, I'lIl make her sorry she was ever born. The fraggin' bitch stole the ore
sanmpl es and put rocks in their place."

"So you didn't get to make a deal with the conpany?"

"Course | did! @uy nanmed Fiske saw themfirst before Luka switched
but he wants to have genui ne sanples to show off."

em

"I't was hard enough getting together what we did without you letting it
get snitched," Reilly conplained. He liked easier work than m ning.

"Hold it! Al we gotta prove is that there is genuine ore avail able.
W' || use the one here, and who's to know if we don't tell 'em huh? Fiske
gave me sone nmore Petraseal, so Reilly and | will nine the earlier veins while
you two paint us a path back."

"Shit! | hate doing that," Soyuk grunmbled. "Damn caves give nme the
creeps."

"Stop bellyachin'," Satok told him "If we make this deal with the
conpany, you'll have enough noney to go of f-planet permanently."”

They clinmbed onto the Petraseal -1 aden shuttle and flew to the cave
nmout h, whi ch was inconveniently distant fromthe village. 1In Satok's absence,
the location had grown even nore inconvenient.

"Where the hell did these weeds cone fron?" he demanded, astounded by
the sea of tangling vines choking the cave mouth and cl oaking the cliff and
nmount ai n meadow where they usually | anded.

Reilly shrugged. "I dunno. They weren't here a coupla weeks back, but
t he season's gone nuts. W can torch 'en®?"

"Not enough tinme. The fraggin' cave would fill with snmoke and we'd
never get at the ore."

"We could try the site back at ny place," Soyuk suggest ed.

"No, hell, we'll hack 'em back and splash "emw th Petraseal as we go.
W only need to get inside the cave."



The stal ks were anmazingly tough and the stinging vines clung to the nen
with fierce tenacity, but they hacked and splashed until they reached the
entrance of the cave.

"Just hack this crap away fromthe front here, and it'll all be clear
back where the Petraseal is, boys," Satok directed.

The way was not as clear as he had hoped. They had to nake severa
trips to lug the vats of Petraseal into the cave. Left on his own while the
ot hers punped the Petraseal in, Satok wondered how the weeds had rmanaged to
penetrate right through the ceiling of the cave. Had the |latest trenors
shaken a hole in the roof? Roots and tendrils of vines drooped fromthe
cei ling.

When Soyuk, Clancy, and Reilly returned, he sent the first two on ahead
to paint where they could excavate, and told Reilly to start patching farther
back in the cave. 1In order to listen for Fiske's copter, Satok took the area
nearest the entrance, he wanted to make sure the captain didn't see too nuch
of the operation

He hacked and daubed and hacked and daubed. The interior of the cave,
now i nsul ated by the cover of vines, seened hotter than it ever had before.
The Iight grew di nmer and greener as he worked, alnpst as if he were working
under wat er .

He t hought at one point he heard sone scuffling, and the others seened
noi si er than they had been for a while, hollering and swearing as they worked.
Getting stung, no doubt, he thought with a grin, but that noi se was soon
masked by the steady chop and daub of his own work. The beat of his own
heart, the rasp of his own breath, was all he heard.

In this new rhythmc silence, he worked and sweated, the faint drip of
his perspiration |anding on the cavern floor the only other sound he heard as
he strained to listen for the engines of Fiske's copter

He didn't notice when he first heard the slithering sound, a soft rustle
followed by a dry whispering crackling noise, as if paper had fallen, or
| eaves.

Then it came to him just as he felt something slide across the toe of
his boot and curl to brush his pant leg, that he had heard nothing fromthe
others for some tinme. The thought crossed his mnd just before the thorns bit
into his leg as the vine tendril tightened.

"Reilly!™ he hollered. "Soyuk!"

For an answer, another rustle, another slither. It was darker now, and
as he turned toward the doorway, he saw that a thick net of greenery had
repl aced what they had hacked away a bare hour before. Mre alarmngly, sone
of the greenery bore splashes of white. He tried to kick off the vines
clinging to him but succeeded only in enbeddi ng the thorns deeper into his
ankl es. Feeling an edge of panic, he switched on the flashlight he'd brought
al ong.

It seened to attract the plants, as if they couldn't tell the difference
between the light and sun. First roots, then nore tendrils dropped fromthe
roof, opening | eaves as they slid.

This shouldn't be happeni ng, Satok thought. This couldn't be happening!



The Petraseal should have inpeded any new growt h, reduced it to dust. \ere
he had painted so industriously, he now realized that the Petraseal was
marbl ed with cracks, fine in places, broadening in others to allow the plants
to burgeon forth. Even the swath he had just painted had opened to emt
tendrils.

And all of them seened to be sliding toward him Fromits sheath on his
belt, he took his nmachete and hacked hinmself free, running to the rear of the
cave as fast as he could without tripping over the vines.

He found Reilly first, hanging upside down by his ankles, which were
pi nned to the upper part of the wall. The vines twi ned down his | egs and
wrapped his arns tightly to his sides. H's machete |ay useless on the floor
The end of the vine, or maybe the first part to catch him had wapped around
his neck five or six tines, very tightly. Tender green shoots grew out of his
nout h, nose, and ears.

Sat ok wasted no nore tine |ooking for Soyuk or Clancy. He didn't even
worry about why the Petraseal hadn't worked. He junped, hopped, and ran for
t he entrance, hacking and slicing.

He went at such a speed that he dropped his flashlight. That's why he
didn't see the root |ooping down fromthe ceiling, to lash itself around his
throat while another knocked himto the floor

He didn't screamfor |long as the stinging, snatching vines overwhel ned
him As the sound died in his throat, he seened to hear fromthe cave a | ow
grunmbling hum As oxygen was cut off fromhis brain and optic nerve and his
sight failed, the light fromthe setting sun pierced the | eaves, lighting the
greenery in the cave's entrance |like the watchful eyes of a thousand gl oating
cats.

Marmi on and her entourage had returned to Kilcoole, bringing with them
Luka and an injured cat for the attention of Kilcoole's fat w tch doctor
|l eaving Rick O Shay's bird available to fly Torkel to Savoy to neet Satok

Torkel was not actually rubbing his hands together with glee, but he
felt like it. O Shay had received a radi o nessage that Matthew Luzon, his
assi stant, and an unspecified passenger had just cleared the coast at
Harrison's Fjord. Torkel considered Luzon his staunchest ally, and he quickly
sent a message asking Matthew to neet himand the McGee's Pass shanachi e at
Savoy.

"Hope they got that clear, Captain," O Shay said, shaking his head.
"Terrible amount of static lately."

When they circled the Savoy settlement, Torkel thought nothing of the
brambl es growi ng sone di stance outside the town until he saw the gl eam of
nmetal beneath them Even then he thought it was sone piece of cast-off
machi nery a |l ocal had all owed the vines to overgrow.

When he inquired in the village for the shanachie, he was told that the
man had been conferring with his fellow shanachi es for days and yesterday had
made a visit to the cave and had not yet returned.

"I nmportant gentlenen such as yourself should be sittin' and restin' and
havin' a cuppa, and not go worryin' after the shanachies. Sure they was al
together and they'll be after makin' powerful decisions and di scussions and
such like out to the cave. | shouldn't like to be the one to interrupt them"
Thi s advice cane froma m ddl e-aged woman in raggedy cl ot hes.



Why did Torkel get the feeling that there was something spurious about
her rustic humlity? Perhaps it was because he had lately had occasion to
hear nmany Petaybeans speak. They seened to use that broad col orful accent
only when addressi ng conpany officials.

So he was uncharacteristically curt with her as he said, "Take ne to
this cave at once. Shanachie Satok's business is with nme and |'ve cone to
neet him"

"Ah, well, sir, I'mtoo old a woman to take you on that sort of a hike,
sure | am But nmy son now, he'd be after takin' ya on his way up to the
fields with the sheep like."

"Then let himtake us, but let's go," Torkel snapped.

A boy appeared abruptly, a human island in a white woolly sea. He shook
hi s head when Torkel wanted to use the copter to get themthere.
"Coo-berries'|| take that, too. C non!"

It irritated Torkel no end that Rick O Shay had the tine to relax, drink
tea, and exchange gossip with the woman while he traipsed after the boy.
About a mle fromthe end of the vil lage, the boy started swinging in a wde
arc around the | ake of weeds.

"Just where is this cave, son?" Torkel asked him panting slightly at
the uphill clinb. He'd have to get back into working out again at the
station.

"Over there, sir, but you won't want to go there, sir. Only shanachies
go there."

"Are all you people nuts? | already told your nother | have business
wi th the shanachies. Now then, how do we get through this shrubbery and into
t he cave?"

"Ah, sure and | couldn't be doin' that, sir. Coo-berries is dead poison
to sheep, and they've not sense enough to keep fromeatin' them Wrse, I'd
never get the stickers and thorns out of the wool."

"Then don't take the sheep, son. D d that ever occur to you?"
"But |ike, what would | do with 'emthen, sir?"

Torkel was about to nmake a suggesti on when he heard the engi ne of
anot her copter. Seeing it over fly their position and head for the vill age,
he abandoned the boy and sprinted back down the hill to intercept it.

He arrived wi nded, back where he'd started from in time to see the
pil ot shut down the copter and junp down, followed by the inposing figure of
Vi ce- Chai rman Matthew Luzon; one of his entourage, who | ooked a bit pale; and
an individual dressed in ragged |l eather and fur. As Torkel approached, his
nose twitched at the rancid stench that exuded fromthe creature.

"Dr. Luzon, thank you for coming. |'mafraid there's been a bit of a
del ay, however."

Luzon smiled knowi ngly. "Ah, yes, the vines. | encountered the sane
probl em when | serendipitously ended up at McGee's Pass on ny way to neet you.
It's a small problem but a bit tricky, Captain. You sinply enlist the aid of



the villagers to throw boards and stones on top of the weeds to form a path.
W found that worked fine when we | anded in the mddle of a patch ourselves.”

"You went to the cave at McGee's Pass?"

"Cave? Ah, was that what the |locals were singing about? No, we didn't
exam ne the cave. Wen we discovered that you were, in fact, here, we cane as
soon as that ... ah ... song was over. | did, however, nmake a quite
sati sfying discovery during our brief stay which I'lIl discuss with you later
Now t hen, where's this fell ow we were supposed to neet ?"

"He's in the cave," Torkel said. "Beyond the weeds. Though |I'm damed
if I know how he got through."

"Easy enough if you think about it," Matthew said superciliously. He
turned to the villagers who had gathered to watch the conmpany nen confer. "I
want a work party to gather boards, stones, sheets of plasglas, anything that
can be thrown across the weeds for a path. Now, step quickly, will you! W
nmust reach the cave."

"Sure, carryin' enough things to get back there, that's a week's work
you're talkin' about, sir," said a |local man with the broad weathered face of
an Eskirish cross, scratching his head at the prospect.

"We've used all that sort of stuff we had buil ding bridges across the
streanms when they flooded,"” the woman said. "There's not a scrap left
her eabout s. "

"Then we'll send back to SpaceBase," Torkel said with a curt nod to
O Shay. "You radio for a team"

O Shay got on the radio, and in a nonent he energed and said, "None of
the other copters are at SpaceBase, sir, or even available later today."

"Then one of you fly back and pick up help and material," Torkel said,
vastly annoyed at all of the delays and rather surprised that Satok, who'd had
twenty-four or nmore hours to work ore, had not been on hand to guide them

"It will have to be your pilot, Captain Fiske," Luzon said. "Il require
the full time services of ny own."

Torkel nodded to O Shay, who clinbed back aboard and restarted his
engine. By nowit was well into the afternoon

"Why do you suppose we haven't heard from your shanachi e?" Torke
demanded of the woman as the noise of the copter faded in the distance.

"Cave's a powerful ways back, sir.

"How did he and the others get there, then?" Torkel demanded. "W could
try the sanme thing."

"Ah, sure, sir, shanachies has their ways as woul dn't be known to
ot hers."

Matt hew Luzon nodded to Braddock, who hastily nade a note of that
remark.

"Yet more misguided souls in |eague with the G eat Mnster," wailed the
unwashed nman



"Ah, Captain Fiske, this is a particularly valuable ... acquaintance
From the southern continent. Brother How ing, neet Captain Torkel Fiske, who
has spearheaded the effort to have this planet fully investigated. Captain
Fi ske, the Shepherd Howling, a major spiritual |eader fromthe Vale of Tears.
A nmost influential nman."

Torkel gave the scruffy man an inpatient look and Iimted his response
to a munbl ed "Delighted. "

Wil e they accepted the dubious hospitality of the village, Torkel gave
t he conmi ssioner the details of his neeting with Satok and the ore sanples he
had hinmsel f handled and identified. To his relief, Luzon did not appear at
all skeptical about the authenticity of the ores. He knew the planet was
ore-rich: every space probe had verified that, even pin pointing the exact
sites fromspace. Finding the precise locations on the surface had proved to
be i npossi bl e.

Howl i ng had apparently been listening carefully and now he nodded
wi sely. "The nonster is treacherous. Perfectly capable of transform ng gold
into stone, winter into sumer, harnless plants into nurderous serpentine
weapons. Time and again | have warned ny flock they must rise up and subdue
the nonster with no hint of capitulation, but they were weak and faltering."

Torkel glanced at Luzon, appreciating what merit the lunatic could
provide in discrediting the Kilcoole interpretation of the planet's behavior
He smiled at Luzon. "W need a few nmore new ... acquaintances |like this good
and wi se Brother Howing, don't we?"

Matt hew wore a snug expression while Brother How ing said gravely,
"Thank you, ny son."

Matt hew nentioned to Torkel, in an amused tone, what the villagers had
sung of Satok at M Cee's Pass.

"We've constantly been given the inpression here that shanachies are
uni versally respected and their views reflect those of their comunities. At
McGee's Pass, this was not so."

"I see. Discrediting what we have been told of the whole system Yes,
definitely, Dr. Luzon, we will need to have testinmony from MGee's Pass at the
hearing. And Brother Howling here, too, will represent a unique vi ewpoint at
odds with the Kilcoole party line."

"My thoughts, exactly. Although Brother Howing also falls into the
error of believing this planet to be sentient, his viewis that the planet,
far from being a benefactor and friend, is in fact a great nonster. He
bel i eves that the col onists were brought here by the conpany as bani shment for
m sbehavi or el sewhere and that one day, if they do well and obey his
teachi ngs, the conpany will redeemthem™

"Verily, have | said it thusly, my brethren," Shepherd Howing said. "I
have done the conpany's work on this forsaken rock, Brother Matthew, that |
and ny famly may be delivered fromthe nmonster and into the grace of the
conpany once nmore. | will conmmune with the planet here, if you will excuse
ne."

H s absence was wel come on several counts. The obviously fresher air,
and the chance for Torkel and Luzon to nake plans based on their respective
di scoveries. Torkel listened intently to Luzon as the man tal ked of simlar



i nvestigations he had conducted into the fol kways of various planets and
systens and how he had corrected m staken concepts and behaviors. The
di al ogue was briefly interrupted when a bew | dered and brui sed Shepherd
Howl i ng was herded back at the end of their hostess's broom

"Wth all respect, gentlenen, you keep this maniac away fromny little
girl or 1'l'l geld him" the wonan said and stonped away.

"Sit in the sun, Brother How ing," Luzon suggested, pointing to a
hal f - br oken bench agai nst the outside wall, downw nd of them

Al the while, Torkel kept expecting Satok to arrive to guide themto
the rich ore faces as he'd prom sed. But several hours went by with no sign
of the man. Finally the sound of helicopter engines once nore routed the four
men fromtheir chairs.

Two helicopters approached the village. Torkel figured one would have
men and one equipnent to rid the area of the bushes, but when the passengers
di senbar ked, he was annoyed to see that there were no figures in fatigues
energi ng, except the pilots, O Shay and Greene. No one useful at all, in
fact. Marm on and her entourage had come, along with George and Ivan from
Luzon's group. And to his further irritation, he watched as C odagh
Senungat uk was courteously hel ped to descend by O Shay from his copter

"You're on report, O Shay, for disobeying orders,” he told the pilot.

"Ch, please don't punish the dear boy, Captain Fiske," said Marm on,

with a flourish of fashionable fabric scarf and a charmi ng nove. "It's all ny
fault really. Captain Geene returned fromthe southern continent with Yana
Maddock, Dr. Shongili, and those sweet youngsters, plus another little girl

Dr. Shongili says is the sister of his other niece, "

"CGoat -dung!" Shepherd Howing said. "She is mine. She is to be ny

wi fe.
"Ch. surely not," Marmion said, snmling brightly at him "The girl's
| ess than twel ve years old. But, at any rate, our teams were in need of one
of O odagh's hearty neals and we sat listening to Yana and Sean tell us the
nost fantastic adventures, ah, but | needn't tell you, need |, Matthew? You
were present for some of them"

Luzon inclined his head, his eyes hal f-hooded and danger ous.

"Well, Johnny Greene heard Captain O Shay's nessage about the weeds
here, and then O odagh said that a work party woul dn't do rmuch good and m ght
even be in danger. But that she knew sonmething that would work." Marm on
paused, as if expecting approval, her eyes all wi de and innocent. "Et violal
We have cone to offer assistance.”

Bef ore anyone coul d say anything el se she added i ngenuously, "Also,
Matt hew, your young friends were absolutely pining for you, and | sinply had
to help reunite you, isn't that so, boys?"

Luzon's nuscul ar assi stants nodded, rather m serably, Torkel thought.

Whi | e everyone was standi ng around thinking of a response to Marmion's
gabbl e, O odagh Senungatuk started wal ki ng out of the village.

"Where the devil do you think you' re going?" Torkel demanded.



"To nake a path to the cave," she said sinmply, and kept wal ki ng.

By the time she had gone five nore steps, Torkel recovered fromhis
surprise enough to tell her that she wouldn't be able to penetrate such a
hedge of weed, and where were the boards and ot her spanning materials he had
sent for? She gave no answer, plodding up the track toward the cave. The
other new arrivals followed, plus half the village, which seened to consi der
this expedition fine entertai nment.

At the edge of the vast jungle of waist-high vines, which seened even
nore i nmpenetrable since Torkel's first look at them d odagh paused. She bent
down and gently touched the center of one of the |eaves.

So what are you doing? Asking it nicely? Torkel demanded

"Lookin' at this white stuff. Wbndering why sonebody tried to paint the
bushes. This is the only thing that works." She drew out a |arge clear flask
filled with a greenish Iiquid, uncorked it carefully, and then inserted a
sprinkl er head of honme manufacture. She shook the bottle a bit in front and
to each side of her.

Instantly the vines retracted as if they had been nmowed with a scyt he,
and as she noved forward, Marmon fell in step behind her, followed by Sally
Poi nt - Jef f erson, who had had the good sense to put on heavy boots.

Marmi on turned around and said, "Quickly, boys. | don't know how | ong
the effect lasts. Codagh's very nysterious about it.

They followed with alacrity. Torkel felt Iike a fool, trailing behind
the big woman as she doused her concoction to the right, the center, and the
left, |like sone ancient prelate dispensing holy water or preparing a pontiff's
path with incense.

When they reached a wall of greenery where the vines fromthe neadow
above the cave spilled down over into the field, she increased the area and
par abol a of her casting, w dening the path. The vines drew back |ike
curtains, and Torkel saw the entrance to a |argi sh cave.

"Better use lights," C odagh said, though she inperturbably stepped into
the di mmess, Marnion behind her.

"Ch!" Marnion said. "Wat ever has happened here?"

"Sonmebody tried to kill this place,"” C odagh said. "But Petaybee fights
back." She indicated the streamers of vines and roots extending fromthe
cei ling.

She proceeded until, farther inside the cave, she stepped cautiously
around what | ooked like a green hillock

"Ah! Here. Captain,"” she said to Torkel, sprinkling the hillock so
that the vines gradually shrank away to show the body they had encased. "Is
this yer man here that you were | ooking for?"

The popped eyes, protrudi ng tongue, and cyanosed face were neverthel ess
identifiable as those of the fornmer shanachie. The bloodi ed grooves tightly
scored about his neck gave anpl e proof of the agency that had killed him

"He said he had a sure fire mning nmethod," Torkel said. "Sonmething to
do with Petraseal ."



Faber knocked on a piece of the roof that had remai ned vinel ess thus

far. "This is Petraseal all right, but this on the cracks, " He ran his
fingers over it and shone his flashlight beamon the result and on what had
covered the ends of the withered vines. "Look. 1It's not even white. It's

pale lime green and it's not Petraseal, Captain Fiske. This is exterior wall
paint, and not a real high quality at that."

Shepherd How i ng, visibly shaking, suddenly sprang at Matthew Luzon as
if attacking him "Get ne out of here! | nust escape the G eat Monster
before it devours us all as it devoured that man."

"Uh, Dr. Luzon," one of the assistants called nervously. "Can you cone
back here?" He had followed C odagh, who was continuing to sprinkle,
undeterred by her grisly discovery, farther into the cave. "W've got three
nore corpses. "

"I demand that this woman be held for questioning and that the bottle
cont ai ni ng her weed-killing solution be seized and anal yzed," Matthew Luzon
sai d.

Marmi on Al geneine, still unhappily abstracted by the grotesque deat hs of
the four nen, regarded Matthew wi th stupefaction

"Hel d for questioning? Watever for?" she demanded.
"Cl odagh helped ! Wthout her we'd never have found those poor nen."

Matt hew didn't exactly say 'aha!' but a malicious light did glitter in
his eye as he said, in a quiet voice, "And how exactly did she know that these
particul ar vines would need her particular renedy? And how did she just
happen to have it avail abl e?"

"And |," Torkel said sternly, "only requested materials and manpower to
reach the cave."

Marmi on was not to be confounded. "Wy, | would suppose that plants as
aggressive as these mght be a fairly comon nui sance. 1|s that how you knew,
d odagh?"

G odagh shrugged but didn't defend herself.

A woman from Savoy spoke up quickly. "And how woul dn't she know t hat ?
Sure, coo-berries has never been this bad before. |It's that hard to root them
out wherever they grow, but they never strangl ed anybody before this. Still
it's been an uncommon early spring, and everything is growin' the like of
which 1've never seen before in all ny life."

"So you would say, would you, madam " Matthew said "that the weat her was
unusual and the plants are unusual? Tell ne, if what Ms. Senungatuk used on
the coo-berries was an ordinary remedy for their sting, why didn't the rest of
you use thenf"

"Sure, why should we?" she asked. "Coo-berries wasn't botherin' us any,
were they? And only 'cos you cone, did we know they was up at the cave. And
anot her thing," she went on, winding up to unburden all her conplaints, "back
bef ore Shanachie Reilly arrived, people used to cone here for |atchkays and
have a chat with the planet, like. Only then Reilly gave us to understand
that a | ot of our problens, the floods, the aval anche, the quakes, were on
accounta we were too pig-ignorant to understand properly what it was the
pl anet was sayin' to us. After the time lightnin' struck the nmeeting hall and



burned up all them people, just before Reilly cane to us, we let himdo the
talkin' and | would say things have been pretty peaceful since." She paused
and said, "But for all that nmany folk thought Reilly knew best, he never did
learn the remedies like Kilcoole' s Codagh. Qur old healer died two winters
back and we've been wanting to get soneone new trained up, 'cos |I've known
about her since we was both younglings. Village even had a pronmising girl
child ready to go 'prentice' herself to C odagh, iffen O odagh Senungatuk'd
have her, but Reilly wouldn't allowit."

"Thank you, madam for the testimonial." Matthew said. "W'll let you
know if you'll be needed to repeat your statenent at the hearing. Meanwhile,
I must insist Ms. Senungatuk be placed into conpany custody and her flask
sei zed for analysis, along with the contents of the barrels the deceased had
with themin the cave. Autopsies nmust be perforned on the bodies and the
entire area sealed.”

"No worries on that score, sir," lvan told him They were standing just
outside the field of coo-berries, and lvan's nod indicated the place where
Cl odagh's path had been. 1t was once nore covered with tw ning branbles.

Two weeks later, the investigation was finished and all the data
coll ected had been entered by Luzon's overworked computer nen and hard copies
made for presentation

First, however, at Shepherd How ing' s insistence, he was sent off-planet
on the sanme shuttle that carried the bodies. He couldn't have been on the
MoonBase for nore than an hour before angry messages arrived fromfirst
MoonBase conmand, then the hospital facility on Bethany Station, which
i ndi cated that the Shepherd was urgently proselytizing on a broad scale for
converts to his just cause of trying to raise an army to fight the nonster
whi ch nmust be over cone before the planet could be truly holy. He had a rea
knack for spouting his cant to the already disaffected, the msfits, and those
in the | ower ranks who were nore easily swayed by his rhetoric. Wthin the
first three days, he came close to single-handedly instigating a nutiny.

Such conpl ai nts made Matthew t hankful that the nan was out of the way so
that he would not be part of the group greeting the remaining conm ssioners.
They were soon to arrive on the planet's somewhat seism c-shaken surface to
read and evaluate the information prior to the final hearing. He wi shed there
had been somepl ace he coul d have i mmured Marm on Al genei ne and her assistants,
but her absence woul d have caused enbarrassi ng questions even if he had
t hought of a way to rid her, however tenporarily, of her three constant
attendants.

Torkel Fiske was invaluable in hel ping Matthew and his conmittee. It
was he who suggested that they should also interview newy arrived col onists
in the nost recently forned villages far fromthe influence of such people as
Shongi li and the Senungatuk worman, or even families such as the brood that had
entertai ned Matthew i n the south.

The new people, it was hoped, would be nore objective and scientific in
their outlook. Wen Matthew noted that the influx had come fromthe Mariana
I sl ands and the Scottish highlands, where |arge deposits of deutronium and
nol ybdenum had recently been | ocated, and sone resettled fromthe disastrous
col onies of Brener, he was equally ready to cancel that idea if the initial
i nterviews proved negative. He resolved to read each of the collected reports
before permtting themto be admtted as evidence. Meanwhile, his assistants
and Marmon's vied with each other to be the first to record the testinonies
of people fromthe villages of the four nurdered shanachi es.



Matt hew hi msel f had made a special, personal effort to reach CGoat-dung
and persuade her to tell the truth about her part in the sudden di sappearance
of 'the nmonster' who had been injured by nmenmbers of Howl ing's conmunity, an
injury rather too simlar to the one fromwhich Shongili was recovering.

Matt hew al so had placed a strong letter of reprimand in the file of Captain
John Greene, who had certainly exceeded his authority by renoving the girl
fromMatthew s custody at a critical tine.

Now no one seened to know where either the girl or Shongili was.
Shongi li's manni sh sister and her girlfriend were al so nowhere to be found.
Through Marm on's influence, O odagh Senungat uk, nuch to Matthew s di smay,
remai ned in her own honme, under nomnminal 'house arrest', and still ran the

village. And the whole planet, as far as he knew, including Wittaker Fiske,
who actually seened to have the poor taste to be besotted with the fat cow,
paused to gossip to her through her w ndows. Unstoppably, of course, those
dammed cats went in and out as they pleased. Discreet efforts to capture any
of them either by the lure of choice cuts of nmeat or by chasing themwth

ot herwi se savage canines, had met with abysmal failure. They had spurned the
food and terrified any dog set on their spoors.

He had tried to insist that Shongili and C odagh both be sent off-pl anet
in detention cells pending the hearing. Wittaker Fiske and Marm on Al genei ne
had i nmedi ately bl ocked that, just as they' d quashed the off world
reassignnents he tried to engineer for captains G eene and O Shay.

He | et hinmself be consoled by the fact that it was only a matter of tine
for all their little petty tricks to come tunbling down about their ears.
Once he presented his evidence at the hearing and it was seen how t hese
two-bit shamani stic charl atans were preying on the people's fears and hopes to
i nfl uence them agai nst the conpany, Shongili and O odagh and all their hel pers
woul d be evicted fromtheir cushy conmpany hones and Maddock, G eene, and
O Shay woul d be busted back to KP duty.

The workl oad was overwhel ning. While he seened able to gain nonmentumin
his search for truth, his assistants, who had previously seemed so prom sing,
had grown unaccountably bunbling and inconpetent. Their reports did not have
bottomline conclusions that satisfied his requirenents. And then the
conput ers kept devel opi ng break downs and suffering from sporadic erasures.

The I ocal s, including conpany troops, were hostile; the working
conditions were appallingly primtive, and the weather, how he |oathed wild
weat her, was unspeakable. Lashing rains and electrical stornms alternated with
spitting snow and heat far above the confort zone. The SpaceBase facility was
constantly quaking with unexpected convul sions on |and that had originally
been tested as geol ogical stable. Matthew | onged for the sane and sanitary
shi pboard anbi ance, one engi neered for hunman confort by rational m nds such as
his own. No nold grew there, as it did on the walls of his |lavatory despite
t he repeated scrubbi ngs of some | owranking corpsman. No thundercl aps
di srupted his concentration, and despite the fact that one was al ways novi ng
i n space, one never experienced sensations of bobbing |ike bubbles in a test
tube as buil di ngs bounced.

To make matters worse, another volcano erupted, ten klicks to the
nort hwest, sending ash into every crack and crevice. This emergence occurred
in a neadow, near nothing else, and didn't even cause copters to falter over
flying it. However, a seaquake of 9.3 on the Richter scale had a ni d-ocean
epi center that caused tsunamis in every direction and quite devastated the
small facility at Bogota.

The conpany woul d sinply have to face facts. This planet was not



working out. The terraforming was faulty, the terrain had not fully
stabilized, the whole place should be evacuated, scraped clean, and either
abandoned or refornmed with nore nmodern techniques. It would put an end to al
this tal k of sentience and settl enents.

Chapter 14

Yana coul dn't shake a sense of forebodi ng, sonething she would not give
voice to, even to Sean. At |least his wound was closing with extraordi nary
rapidity, thanks to a poultice and C odagh's expert attention. That bit of
doctori ng had happened before Matthew Luzon's asinine notion of putting
Cl odagh under 'house arrest'. That wasn't as bad as Luzon's original orders
to send both off-planet. Sean had been inmedi ately hidden in Bunny's snocl e,
whi ch had been deconmi ssioned for the 'sumer’ and stored in Adak O Connor's
garage. C odagh had shrugged off the threat and maintained it wouldn't cone
to that. Wich it hadn't, with the forceful help of Marm on and Whittaker
Fi ske. Only soneone totally ignorant of the situation on Petaybee, as nost of
t he conpany brass were, or sonmeone so hostile as to be beyond reason, as Luzon
was, would think that putting C odagh and Sean in any sort of detention made
sense.

Yana couldn't quite believe, or hope, that Luzon had failed to realize
the function of the cats in C odagh's and the planet's, comrunications
network. Torkel knew. She wondered why he didn't try to round up the cats
and put them under house arrest as well. It would have been just about as
ridicul ous.

When they knew the order was for house arrest rather than transfer
of f-planet, Sean, with his customary inperturbability, emerged from hiding
like a bear from hibernation and smlingly chose Yana's as the 'house to be
arrested in'. She was glad to have himnear for several reasons. Although
t he wound was healing so well, the arrow had torn muscles and al nost severed
one tendon. She could keep an eye on it and himbetter if she didn't have to
worry about conceal nent. She knew it was unrealistic to think she could
si ngl e-handedly protect himfromthe conmpany if they tried to take him but
she woul d do what she could. And now that she was well again, she could do
quite a bit. Wth her years of training and experience, she was not w thout
resources. And quite aside fromthat, it just hel ped having himthere. He
cal ned her. Here his world was on trial and he was able, with a look. a
smle, or a joke, to soothe her fears.

She needed that. Even with the off-planet threat dissolved, tension
vibrated in the air like off-key nmusic whether it was in synpathy wth
Gl odagh, or apprehensi on of what the Powers That Be would try to do to them
next .

Not that everything in Kilcoole came to a stand still. Everyone carried
on, gardening and planting all hours of the |engthening days. But the smart
ones were frightened, as they should be, with Matthew Luzon coming on so
strong. At least that |oony, How ing, had been shipped out, which gave the
pl anet one score against the Powers That Be, as the locals called the conpany
inall its omiscience. She wondered if the MboonBase had snell ed himconing
She'd had the first |augh in days when Adak reported that How i ng had the base
conmand howl i ng conpl ai nts.

Adak said he had ears the size of flapjacks fromlistening in on his
radio, trying to make sense of orders msheard through the static. He usually
brought a summary of what he had heard to Yana so that she coul d convey the



information to O odagh. Like everybody else, she just went to the w ndows and
chatted. |If the guard was new, and didn't know her, as the guards often were,
since Torkel was obviously afraid C odagh would bewitch her jailers as he
seened to feel she had his father, Yana cleverly disguised herself as what she
had been, a major in the conpany corps, collected a smart salute fromthe
trooper on duty, and wal ked into the house. This worked only if the guard
hadn't al ready been posted on her house to guard Sean, but she slipped past

all of them an amazi ng number of times just by putting her hair up in a

fati gue cap when she wanted to be a ranking officer, and throw ng one of

Ai sling' s hand woven bl anket jackets over her uniformand letting her hair
down when she didn't. Nevertheless, she had to keep a fairly low profile when
she did this, lest Torkel or one of the other brass who knew her, catch on and
prohi bit her specifically fromvisiting Codagh. They hadn't thought of it
yet, which was not an oversight that Yana would have permitted had the m ssion
been under her command, but fortunately, it wasn't. \Whittaker Fiske visited
Cl odagh often, openly and casually. The first tinme Yana had wal ked into the
house to see himsitting at C odagh's table having tea, she had been wary,
until his wink reassured her. "W would appreciate a knock next time though
Maj or, " he said, squeezing C odagh's hand. C odagh had surprised Yana by
respondi ng with an actual blush and a m schi evous bawdy chuckl e.

But Yana was at hone, in nufti with her hair stream ng, talking to Sean,
when Adak, who was also still officially a conpany corps enpl oyee, knocked
briefly and entered without waiting for permission. Sean, who had been slowy
wal ki ng around the roomto supple up his abused | eg muscl es, stopped just
short of the abruptly opened door. Yana had been listing the issues and
argunents concerning themthat were likely to come up at the hearing, and
practicing succinct answers. That always inpressed comrittees. This w tness
had all facts in order and did not hesitate in answering.

"Sean, oops, sorry, Yana, the static's getting worse but the comittee's
ship has landed. That Luzon fella was transnitting orders to the crew for the
| ast couple of hours about how the conmttee was supposed to be taken to his
board roomfor a private briefing first, but somehow," Adak gave a good
imtation of an ingenuous shrug for a fifty-five-year-old man, "Dr. Fi ske and
Dama Al genei ne found out and beat himto the |anding pad.”

"Sure, now, and wasn't that lucky for us?" Sean mused, slyly deepening
the faint trace of Irish lilt in his voice and Iifting his left eyebrow in an
anused, quizzical way. "Did these same mysterious circunstances that alerted
Whit and Marm on al so warn C odagh?"

"Didn't need to," Adak said. "The cats were already on the job. Least
wi se, that clouded one padded by me on ny way here and leapt right in the
wi ndow neat as you please, and that black and white fella, who lies on the
roof and snarls at the guards when they get too close, slithered in after
her." Adak grinned maliciously.

"Well, then, since the cursor's up on Matthew s screen, let's hope al
this waiting' s over," Sean said, and gave a convul sive shrug of his shoul ders,
one of the few nmanifestations of his own anxi ety Yana had observed. He shot a
wy grinin her direction. "So the waiting' s over now Love, and the dance
begi ns. Ready?"

She nodded solemmly and held up the coffee pot. "Have time for a cup
Adak?"

"Sure do, Yana," Adak said, closing the door behind him

He strode over to the table, which had been enlarged froma small square



to a large circle, with one section covered by Yana's notes and pad and a
| ong- handl ed wooden spoon that Sean was whittling. Sean had needed sone
occupation while he was recuperating. Yana now had four chairs instead of
one. She'd hel ped, but she'd done nore watching of his clever hands than
wor ki ng.

Yana put three cups and sone of the sweet biscuits Sean had nade on the
table. Sean joined them as usual, turning his chair round so he could |ean
his arms across the back of it. That chair he had made to his own
speci fications.

"There was al so sone report,"” Adak went on, "cane in for that fella with
all funny words ..."
"Ah, the analysis," Yana said, |eaning forward hopefully. "Can you
renmenber any of the words?"

"OfF course | can. Wo do you think teaches the youngsters the corps
gl ory songs and the conpany nanual songs to keep them from harm when they're
first spaced? M nmenory's good as C odagh's." He gazed roof ward, eyes
al nost turned conpletely up, mouth open, and then recited. "Plant juices of
an unknown al kalinity of unusual strength and a small anount of an
unidentifiable animal protein. The conbination is unusual and nost |ikely
derived fromindi genous el ements not yet included in botanical or biologica
records, which are unusually brief for Planet TerraformB. On the subject of
the so-called coo-berry branble thorn plant, the vegetation showed virul ent
growm h even under controlled | aboratory conditions. It secretes acid from
| eaf surface, thorn, and stem of such potency that it permeated Petraseal, as
suspected, and etched deeply into every netal sanple presented. Coo-berry
sampl e destroyed before its nass inploded the triple plasglas container

Antidote is still under going testing. Could be useful against other alien
plant-fornms of simlar toxicity and rapid growth. Request quantity and
availability of ingredients.” Adak dropped his head, and his eyes returned to

a normal position in their sockets.

"Well done, Adak," Sean said with a |augh, and gave the old radio
operator a friendly clout on his arm

"And they want to set up a school so's we can |earn readi ng and

witing," Adak rmuttered scornfully. "Wat's wong with training a nenory to
renmenmber what it's heard 'steada having to look it up in books all a tine?"
He took a long swig of the coffee, smacking his lips. "Mnd you, nore of this

on a regular basis wouldn't be hard to take."

"You have to be careful what you accept fromthe company,"” Yana said
urgently, extending her hand across the table toward Adak. "Teaching the
people to read and wite again is essential if we're to keep the buzzards off
this planet indefinitely, but we have to choose our own material."

"Don't need to tell ne that, Yana. |It's the younger kids need the
caution.”

Yes, that was the problem Yana thought. 1t was the kids who would only
see the advantages of the perks Torkel was so eager to load on them Krisuk
who had never had rmuch and wanted to make somet hing of hinmself. And those
i ke Luca, who had been abused all her life. She gave a wy grin. Not Bunny,
she thought, nor even 'Cita, who still thinks three neals a day is sinful

They had sent the girl with Bunny, who wouldn't let her sister out of
her sight, and Aisling and Sinead to Sinead' s old cabin, deep in the woods.



D ego sneaked out at night, Dinah linping along in escort, to bring supplies
and news. 'Cita seened to go into shock when she was told that Shepherd
Howl i ng had left the planet. Diego had reported that the day after she seened
to relax for the first tine and had spontaneous questions for him Was Coaxtl
all right? And was Sean healing, and what was happening to all those left at
the Val e of Tears w thout |eadership? Diego said he'd have to find out.

Wi ch rem nded Yana to ask Adak.

"Well, | got the odd word or two from Loncie that when they'd gone out
to collect Scobie's snocle, sone worman, Ash-sen-see-on," he said, stunbling
over the name, "was nore or less in charge. But she was gettin' a |lot of
argunent from fol ks who said the Shepherd didn't |ike wonen bosses."

"Qut of the deep freeze and into the permafrost,"” Sean groaned.

"That was before the tsunami, a' course," Adak added. "Some of the
people left of the Bogota group might resettle in the Vale. | hear it's
freezing up proper again now "

Then all three fell silent, each wondering privately if there would be
resettling along the lines that had worked so well for Petaybee so far

"Any nmore surveys on that equatorial island chain that's energi ng?"
Sean asked, the light of mischief dancing in his silver-gray eyes.

Yana wondered briefly if he'd known that woul d happen

"Ah, yes," Adak drawl ed, grinning to show all his even strong white
teeth. "There's copters up, and Johnny and Rick and that other bozo flitting
down, doing runs. Right smart-sized islands blossonmn' |ike firewed, and
where it's warm too. Don't 'spect that was in anybody's plans, now was it?"
Adak | ooked sharply into Sean's face, which wore a bl and expression, except
for the twinkle in his eyes.

"Well, with vol canoes energing here in the north, it's possible that
there'd be a reaction el sewhere. Though speaking scientifically, the odds are
| ow of so nuch crystal activity occurring."”

"But Petaybee is an unusual planet," Yana said equably, her expression
mat chi ng Sean's, "so we can expect just about anything!"

"Shoul dn't wonder. Wbn't, either," Adak said, and drained the |ast of
the coffee. Rising, he gave a quaint little bowin Yana's direction, grinned
at Sean, and then paused at the door. "Wat should | be listenin' for now,
Shongi i ?"

"The nanmes of our |atest visitors."

In point of fact, it wasn't Adak who brought Yana and Sean that news but
Mar mi on Al gemnei ne, her poi se shaken, and Wi ttaker Fiske, |ooking glum

"It couldn't have been a worse selection, really, it couldn't," Marm on
said, making for one of the chairs at Yana's table as if her |egs would
support her no further. Wth an agitated flourish of one hand, she went on
"I"ve got ny aides checking every man jack of them And it is every man, too.
| was so hopi ng Metuska Karianovic of KCCE would elect to conme, but she's off
havi ng sonme sort of rejuv treatment. Wuldn't you just know"

"Who did conme?" Yana asked as she poured coffee all around.



"Mostly Matthew s pal sies,” Marmion said with a raising of her arched

eyebrows. She pouted her lips. "Though Chas came: Charles Thraves- Tung.
He's al ways reasonable, I'lIl say that for him And he does think. He'l
appreci ate a reasoned argunent, which is nmore than | can say for Bal Emr
Jostique." She gave a little shudder of revulsion. "Geasy old man. He'd

enj oy havi ng prepubescent girls as wives, as nmany as he could get."

"He has 'em al ready, doesn't he?" \Wittaker said, regarding her with
mld surprise.

"He'll never have enough, but even he has to wait until they're
fourteen!™ She gave another little spasm of her el egant shoul ders, clad today
in a soft, dull brown |leather. She raised her hand to tick off nanes. "So

we' ve you, ne Chas Tung against Matthew, Bal, that old bag of bones Nexim
Roberts Shi-Tu, with Farringer Ball on the nonitor acting as chair again."

Whi ttaker raised his eyebrows. "Do you know that Chas is with us?"

"How could I ? You saw how Matthew scranbl ed his broad young nen between
us and the new arrivals so we didn't have a chance to say nore than 'hello,
safe trip' before Matthew whi sked them away on his 'survey tour'? Nor was
there roomfor one of us to go or send soneone.”

Whi tt aker gave a bark of laughter. "I wouldn't have wanted to go on
that trip! And | don't think Matthew won any points by insisting on flying
t hem over the equator. Turbulence was fierce, and neither Nexie nor Bal |ike

their innards disturbed any nore than the indigestion their fancy foods give
them  Speaki ng of which, did you notice what was being unl oaded fromthe
shuttle for their delectation?"

Marmi on nade a grimace, which then became a hopeful grin. "Yes, and the
chefs who'd know what to do with such provender. Take no offense, Sean, Yana,
because | have enjoyed the unusual tastes and texture that only Petaybee can
provide, but I'"'mlikely to be the only one, bar Wit here, who woul d.

Terribly spoiled the others are as far as their palates are concerned." Then
she frowned again. "Did you notice, too, Wit, that all Mitthew s boys | ook
absol utely pooped? He's had them running around night and day. Poor Braddock
Makem | ooks transparent. Does he never |let people have time of f?"

"Where're yours, Marm e? Wit asked, cocking an eye-brow at her

She wi nked. "I don't work themhalf as hard, but they find out tw ce as
much. And," she said on a sigh, "we'll need every smitch of help we can find
with Farringer the tie breaker." Adak burst through the door.

"He's dead!"

"Who's dead,"” everyone denanded si nultaneously.

"That snelly Shanachie How er!"
"Of what?" Sean asked.
"Snelling hinself in a MbonBase cubicle, probably!" Yana qui pped.

"Nah!  Not a bit of it." Adak shook his head and waved his hands in his
excitement. "Get this! He was done in by the sane thing as killed Lavelle!"

Yana | ocked eyes with Sean



"There's nore, too!" Adak was alnost spitting in his effort to get the
second message out. "Satok had ... " He turned his eyes to the roof again
and recited, "An atrophied node in the cerebellum only four hundred
twenty-three grams of brown fat, and all his vitals was poi soned. Soyuk
I shunt, d ancy Nyangatuk, and Reilly also had atrophi ed nodes and poi soned
organs."

"Was the node in How ing' s case nentioned?" Sean asked.

Adak | ooked down, winkling his |eathery brown face in deep thought.

"Hmmm ... think it was, but it wasn't atrophied none." He took another
breath. "And they're sending sone speci al nedical equi pnent down. CAT
scanner."

Yana couldn't help inhaling at that news and gl anced at Sean for
reassurance. He cocked an eyebrow in response, but his unworried attitude and
rel axed posture still did not relieve her fears that his shape-changi ng
abilities would sonehow be reveal ed by scanni ng.

On the other hand, Marm on burst out |aughing. "One thing sure," she
managed to gasp out, "there isn't one built to acconmpdate C odagh
Senungat uk!"

That observation did provoke chuckl es, and the tension in the room went
down a few notches.

"But that's probably the only good thought | can express,” Marm on went
on, "as Nexie's a biocheni st and has," she paused, her expression darkening,
"ot her nethods' nore intrusive and certainly unpl easant."

"We' || see about that," Wittaker said, his eyes narrowi ng. "Neither
Ol odagh Senungat uk nor Sean Shongili have committed any crimes against
Intergal regulations. Even this house arrest is farcical. Integal cannot
subvert CIS civil rights except in circunmstances of arned conflict, and
Cl odagh's squirt bottle doesn't appear on any list of weaponry |'ve ever seen
nodern or ancient. Adak, you still got the secured channel ?"
"Ah, hmm well " Adak | ooked wildly around the room at everyone
except Sean, but somehow saw the brief nod.

"C nmon then," Whittaker said, urging Adak to the door and | aying an arm

across the man's shoulders as they departed. "Be back in a nano."
Mar mi on | ooked considerably nmore cheerful. "Let's hope he can get a
nmessage through all the static to the proper authorities. At first, | thought

the pilots were just saying that to be obstructive. But it's real now. Do
you know what's causing so nuch interference, Sean?"

"Sure," he replied good-naturedly. "Atnospheric anomalies and the
strat ospheric turbul ences caused by the crustal activity with some vigorous
sunspots.” Then he paused and creased his brows a little. "Coaxtl told
Nanook that the 'hone was changing.' According to Bunny, Coaxtl also told
that to 'Cta when she was in her charge. But none of the track-cats, nor
O odagh's, for that matter, are the least bit worried."

"They never are," Marnmion said wyly.

"Ch, they have been,"” Sean replied in mld reproof.

Marmi on | eaned forward, resting one hand lightly on his forearm "How



does she?"

She broke off at the sound of footsteps on the stairs. Wittaker and
Adak returned, neither |ooking very pleased. Whittaker alnost slammed the
door.

"Coul d barely get the call letters out clear enough to be recognized,"
VWhi ttaker said, frowing with frustration

"Message was short and naybe too sweet for the kind of action we m ght
need to have available. Got hold of Johnny, too, and asked himto send next
time he's above turbul ence. Dammed planet's nmessing us all up, and we're the
ones trying to help!"™ He turned on Sean, who seenmed unaffected by the
comuni cations failure.

"Boy, how long can you live on a space station with no inmunity?"

"Four, five days."

Yana felt her heart skip a beat and surreptitiously placed one hand over
her still-flat belly. How could he announce his |life expectancy so calmy?

" d odagh?"
"Sane, but it won't cone to that, Wit. Believe ne."

Dr. Wittaker Fiske cocked his head toward his right shoul der, planted

both fists on the belt that circled his thin waist, and demanded, "If | could
beli eve you, Dr. Shongili, 1'd sleep a lot easier, and so would all your
friends."

"Believe nme, and that's bankabl e!"
"It is?" Marmion perked up, her fiscal senses alerted.

"Look." Sean splayed one hand, folding a finger down for each point he
made. We've got to prove the planet is sentient? W can and we will! W've
got to prove that it's in the company's interest to let the settlenents remain
because they can prove economically profitable, too, ugh not necessarily as
predicted fromthe original surveys. W've got to prove that our ways"-and he
gestured to Adak, Yana, who nmanaged a little snmile at the conplinment, and out
the wi ndow toward C odagh's housel, "protect an environnental entity from
abuse and nmisuse in the best interests of itself and the conpany which
awakened it." He nodded at Wittaker. "W also have to prove that the
charges of mal feasance, m sconduct, insubordination, and fraud, which Matthew
Luzon's about to | evel against some of us and/or the entire popul ation, are as
| udi crous as Shepherd Howling."

"And srell just as bad," Adak added with a sharp nod of his head.

"Sacre bleu!"™ Marmion exclainmed. "W're not asking for much, are we?"
Then, sighing, she shook her head slowy fromside to side. "W got a |lot of
heavy metal men against us in that crew Matthew s brought down."

"But they're on our turf,"” Sean said with one of his npbst charismatic

and enigmatic smiles.

"And Matthew s doing his best to predi spose them agai nst Marm e and ne

because we've been so obviously 'taken in'", \Wittaker made the bracket signs
with his hands, "by the natives."



"I ndi genous personnel, Wit, please,” Marmon said in nock petul ant
correction. "However, | can prove readily enough that | haven't lost nmy wits
or been mesnerized by |ocal shanmans.” She rose. "I shall denobnstrate it this
evening." She gave a little chuckle. "I happen to know that Bal and Nexie
lost a fewtrillions on an enterprise which, and she placed one hand with
el egant grace on her chest, had the good sense to forgo. So we'll |eave you."
She linked arms with Whittaker and | ed himout of the house. Just at the door
she paused and | ooked back over her shoul der at Sean, her |ovely eyes anxious.
"You're positive, Sean, that neither you nor Cl odagh are in danger of being
renoved fromthis planet!"”

He nodded, snmiling. "Positive!"

Wien the door cl osed on the two, Yana and Adak turned on Sean

"Positivel

"Positivel!"™ he said, but his mouth had a particularly grimset as he
said it.
Chapter 15

To her amazenent, Marmi on de Revers Al geneine found that her taste had
altered during her weeks on Petaybee. The el aborate and extensive array of
courses set before the comittee menbers at dinner that evening, an evening
fortunately free of trenors, shudders, or shakes, did not suit her palate,
much | ess her mobod. She really did prefer the sinpler, sharper tastes of
Pet aybean foods. A rabbit stew would have been far nore satisfying than the
overly subtle coulis, sauces, and dressings that accompani ed each dish. She
saw Wi ttaker nmaking as slow a progress through the banquet as herself, but at
| east she could cry off on the grounds of watching her diet.

Matt hew and Torkel cleared every plate, bow and platter set before
them but Marmion slyly noticed that |ike her own three aides, sone of
Matthew s pretty boys were | ess than enthusiastic about the rich food. Chas.
Bal , and Nexi m had no problenms, though twice Bal called the head steward over
to make muttered conplaints and reject a dish after one bite. Maybe his new
stomach was devel opi ng the same ul cers the old ones had, Marm on thought to
herself. A body could have certain dispositions no matter how many parts of
it were replaced with functional substitutes.

She did have a chance to obsequiously inquire of Nexie's |atest
i nvestment projects. That gave her a chance to nake a passing reference to
the Omicora Steel Venture, which she had deci ded was not properly based to
make any sort of a profit back on the original investnent. She had raised her
voi ce just enough for Matthew to overhear her coments. That would renind
him too, that she had | ost none of her acunen. She discussed with Bal the
possibility of investing in one of his schenes, which she had recently
i nvestigated, though she pointed out one or two organizational problens that
shoul d be addressed before she coul d consider the project. By the fleeting
expression on Bal Emir Jostique's face, she had hit the very weak points he
nmust have di scovered. That should take care of that, then, if Mtthew chose
to call her gullible.

She was exhausted with smiling and waxing charming by the tine she and
Sally could | eave the 'gentlenen' to whatever it was gentlemen insisted on
doi ng wi thout female conpany in this stratum of interplanetary society.



"Any luck, dear?" she asked Sally as they both nade for their quarters
in the wing of the livid yellow buil di ng.

"W may need nore than luck,"” Damp," Sally said with a sigh. "Dr. Luzon
has got sone twi sts that a Spican contortionist would envy."

"Ah, but we knew he woul d."

"My report's on your desk, but | really think, na'am you need a good
night's sleep nore. Bad news keeps."

"Thank you, dear. |1'Il take your advice only if you'll take it
yoursel f."

Sally sighed, for the first time since the start of the tedious dinner
party all owi ng her own fatigue to show, and nodded. "I think I'd best if I'm
to be sharp up to the mark tonorrow for you. At |east, we have all our facts
in hard copy and not innuendoes."

"Sleep well, then."

O hers did not. And, later, both Faber and MIlard, who had stayed on
as courtesy required, adnmitted that they had not seen the di screet accord that
must have been reached during that interval by Mtthew, Torkel Fiske, Bal
Emir, and Nexi m Shi-Tu. They knew that the four nust have nade a deal during
that time, because not even Luzon woul d have dared to take the draconi an
nmeasures that followed w thout the support of Fiske and the other two board
menbers. Marm on bl aned herself for having taunted Bal, but she had been
pur sui ng anot her course of action entirely.

At midnight, the several shuttles that had brought the other
conmi ssioners fromtheir separate capitals silently lifted from SpaceBase on
their assigned m ssions. None of the crew or troopers had ever heard of
Pet aybee before, though what they'd seen of it hadn't inpressed themat all
They'd had no rest or nore than a hasty meal of hard rations while they
erected the detention cells that had been sent along at Luzon's request.

As soon as the soundproofed, w ndow ess two-by-one-neter cells had been
erected in one of the enpty storage facilities, the shuttles took off for
their destinations. Squads had trank guns and orders to use themif any of
t he detainees resisted arrest. They were also ordered to secure |oca
felines, with a bonus for each one caught.

"Whaddaya t hink they want cats for? nuttered one enlisted man, only to
be sharply reprimanded by his troop |l eader "If they want cats, they get 'em"

The shuttles separated to pick up their passengers at the Vale of Tears.
Ascenci on was col l ected, and Lonci ana and her husband were dragged out of
their beds and barely given a chance to clothe thensel ves. Loncie protested
as loudly and vehenently agai nst such an unwarranted intrusion as only a
former chief petty officer could, denmanding to see the detention order, while
Pabl o gave qui ck and deci sive household instructions to Carnelita. At Kabul
Shanachi e Chau Xing was col |l ected; at Portage, one of the newer settlenents,
an irate McDouall swore eloquently that, if this was the sort of cooperation
Intergal wanted on Petaybee, they'd had the | ast of his! At Savoy, they nade
t hree pi ckups, Luka, the out spoken woman, and the nan, identified as Eanon
Shi shmaref f, who had been so uncooperative in hel ping Luzon and Tor kel Fiske
get across the coo-berry forestation. Fingaard and Ardis Souni k were
collected fromHarrison's Fjord. 1t was there that a trooper got a | ucky shot



into an orange cat and, throw ng the stunned carcass over his shoul der
grinned at the thought of the bonus he'd get.

"You shot Shush?" The Harrison's Fjord wonan was too indignant to be
cowed by the huge trooper

"Jeez, lady, | just tranked him" the trooper said, backing a step away
fromthe woman, who was nearly as tall as he. But he didn't interfere when
she renoved the linp cat fromhis shoul der; she cuddled it in her arns on the
way back to SpaceBase and glared at himthe entire trip.

Anot her shuttle picked up the Connellys, father, mother, and Krisuk, at
McCee' s Pass; Liam Mal oney, still visiting at Deadhorse Pass; and then the
shanachies of Little Dublin, New Barrow, and Mrror Lake. The third started
at Tanana Bay, went on to Shannonmouth, where they collected Aigur and
Sheydil, and got to Kilcoole before the fastest cat had had a chance to get
hal fway there.

Since Adak was among the first taken and the cats had scattered when
pursued, C odagh, Aisling, Sinead, 'Cta, Yana, and Sean were caught
unpr epar ed.

"Maj or Maddock, to you, Lieutenant,” Yana had protested furiously,
wr appi ng the bed quilt around her while Sean swung his feet over the side of
the bed and unconcernedly pulled on his pants and boots. "Now get out of here
while we dress.”

"Orders, ma'am not to let you out of my sight."
"About face, Lieutenant, and |I'm not Kkidding!"

"Neither am|," he said, shifting his weapon threateningly. But to
avoi d her scathing gl ance, he stared straight forward, as if at attention

"Ckay then, fine, have it your way, you prurient bastard," Yana said.
She stood up and dropped the quilt, straight and proud in her nakedness and
inordinately relieved that she was now accustoned enough to the Petaybean
tenperatures that her flesh did not rise up in enbarrassi ng bunps. Sean noved
bet ween her and the of fending soldier, but she was not nollified.

"We'| | neet again, Lieutenant, under other circunstances," she said
softly, and had the pl easure of seeing himflush.

Sean did nothing but stand, leaning slightly in favor of his good I eg,
bet ween her and the guard, but only when she had pulled on the dress uniform
she had fol ded so carefully in the back of the small clothespress did he drop
back beside her to clasp her hand. Then, silently, they were escorted
out si de.

Qut si de, the predawn norning was brooding, fog sifting on the sun to
keep it fromrising to brighten the sky. Suddenly, fromthe edges of the
buil dings visible, a black and white bolt flew past.

"No, Nanook!" Sean shouted, and as the troopers, all eager to claimthe
cat bonus, turned to find their target, they were rewarded with a snarl of
such malice that, hardened though this squad was by encounters on many strange
pl anets with nmany strange beasts, they |ooked anxi ous.

The lieutenant recovered first and detailed half his squad to fan out
and see if they couldn't get a shot at the creature. Qut of the corner of her



eye, Yana saw the slight snile on Sean's face. No one was likely to catch
Nanook. Coaxtl? She would have been at Sinead's, guarding her person, 'Cita.
Yana fretted over that as they passively followed their guards to the shuttle.
She coul d al so sense that everyone in the village was awake and wat chi ng.

That was all they could do with such a superior force.

When Yana saw the range of her fellow captives, her heart sank. C odagh
was as composed as usual, even though she was surrounded by nets of her
poti ons and sal ves and nedi cations. Hadn't wtch-hunts gone out three

centuries ago? Yana wondered numbly. Sinead | ooked furious, lips tightly
conpressed, while tears ran down Aisling' s face, making her oddly nore
appealing than ridiculous. 'Cita was terrified and clung to Bunny, who had

taken her cue from O odagh and was hol di ng her head proud. Adak | ooked
frightened, as frightened as probably everyone else felt. He had al ways been
the one in the know, the comunity's link with the base, as well as being a
responsi bl e conmpany enpl oyee. Now he was just another ip, an "inconvenient
person,” as Bunny called herself and her fell ow Petaybeans. Poor Adak seened
to shrink in on hinmself when he saw first Yana and then Sean pushed into the
shuttle. Then he seened to gather hinself and twitched his shoulders to sit
nore erect on the hard nmetal seat.

As Yana was pushed down, she wondered if Diego, Frank, and Whittaker
naw, they wouldn't dare remand a conpany director, would they?, were m ssing
fromthe roll of those Matthew consi dered dangerous dissidents. Then a |arge
mal e body crowded in between herself and Sean. Looking around, she saw that
every Petaybean was separated from another by a trooper, a big, heavily arned
t rooper.

She grinned broadly. What a back handed conpli nent.

"Wpe that grin off your face," the nanel ess |ieutenant ordered.

"Son, | outrank you and |'ve five tines as many first-drop bars as you
do," Yana said, sounding quietly anused but putting commuander-steel in her
voi ce and narrowi ng her eyes at him "You can barge into ny private quarters

and arrest me without due process, but by all that's holy, don't you dare try
to deny me the right to react to this whole ridicul ous operation!”

The lieutenant, all too aware that she had outfaced hi monce before and
determ ned not to let her get under his skin again, |laughed. "Nothing's
ridi cul ous about this operation and you'd better start believing it now ..
Maj or!"

"You mean, it isn't ridiculous that it took two squads of heavily arned
non- Pet aybean troopers transferred from Omicron Three, Pl exus-Four, and Space
Station One-Thirty-One to arrest unarnmed citizens of a backward, |owtech
world."

Wth a snarl, the lieutenant had gone as far as draw ng his hand back
when a voice fromthe cockpit abruptly ordered himforward.

Yana was proud that she had not so nmuch as tensed to take the imm nent
bl ow and that her smle had stayed in place. No one spoke, of course, neither
Pet aybean nor alien trooper, but 'Cita and Aisling stopped weepi ng, and
Cl odagh's lips turned up just that little bit.

The nonent the shuttle took off, Yana's courage seenmed to | eak out of
her and fear pressed against her guts. She noticed that C odagh's snile
vani shed and her |lips were set. Bunny, too, |ooked nore apprehensive. It
wasn't until the shuttle landed a famliarly short distance away, where the



heavy fog was pierced by a great quantity of bright lights of the kind

enpl oyed only at SpaceBase, that her courage returned. Ah, but she was once
nore in touch with the planet. Sonehow, sonme way, as yet inexplicable, the
pl anet was aware, and Yana saw that O odagh's smile had returned.

Yana' s apprehensi ons returned, doubled, the nmonment they were nmarched out
of the shuttle, which had | anded right by an anonynous bl ock of tenporary
housi ng. Though it was hard to see nore than a few feet beyond her, Yana
could tell fromthe only glance she had tinme for that they were at the far end
of SpaceBase. It wasn't that large a facility by conpany standards, but being
at the far end would place them at an awkwardly | ong di stance fromthe
adm ni strative area and any help from Marm on Al genei ne or Wittaker Fiske, if
he was still at |arge.

I nside the building, bare corridors were brightly lit, and lined with
doors, depressingly close together. That nmade this, she thought glumy, a
tenmporary detention center. Small cells, no anenities, and no conmmuni cation
bet ween the reluctant residents.

A sergeant with a clipboard nmerely pointed a stylus to the right and
they were led that way. Yana was thrust in the second room and the door
cl osed behind her with the odd thunk of a noise-proofed construction. A
single strip of bright Iighting, a blanket, a toilet, and a washbasin
conpl eted the furnishings. The tenperature would have been chilly to those
accustoned to space stations, but Yana was confortable in it. Score one! She
used the toilet, washed her face with her hands, and dried herself on one edge
of her blanket. She took off her boots, tunic, and pants and laid themneatly
on the rough carpet, then rolled up in the blanket and told herself to go back
to sl eep.

Chapter 16

"It's a cat, conmon donestic Terran-type feline, femal e weighing just

above a kilo, which nakes it sonewhat larger." the veterinary surgeon said
after doing every test he could think of on the |inp orange-striped body that
had been brought in. "Scanner shows no unusual organs, average brain size,

aver age everything, except a dense fur of several |ayers, probably a
requirement to survive in the tenperatures you say exist in winter on this

planet. It does have large ears, with nore fur growi ng across, doubtless to
prevent snow getting in, and a phenonenal |ength of whiskers. It does have
heavily cal |l used paw pads, with hair growi ng between the toes, and a

long-haired tail, but |1've never seen a healthier animal. And | can't find

anyt hi ng out of the ordinary about it, given its environment. For instance,
the hair between the paws woul d make it easier to travel over snow "

"You have the report?" Ivan asked. The vet tapped one key of his
handhel d pad, and a narrow, |ong sheet inched its way out of the paper slot.
He handed it to Ivan. "Thank you."

"What do | do with that cat?"

Ivan hesitated. He knew what Matthew had ordered, but what had the cat
done to hin? "Keep it under observation. Maybe awake, it will show sone
devi ati ons. "

The vet shrugged and gave a small snort. "Cats are deviant, and
devi ous, by nature. Exactly Wat sort of aberrant behavior is this one
supposed to exhi bit when conscious? | nean, give me a clue to know what to



wat ch out for."

"Maybe one isn't enough,” lvan nuttered under his breath, then added
| ouder, "No other squad caught one?"

"No other's been brought in to ne." The vet stifled a yawn.
Anot her was brought in two hours later, only it wasn't a cat. It was a
crosshreed feline that the vet couldn't find mention of in his files. It was

nearly the size of the lions that had once roved Africa, had a thick coat of
dense fur with a clouded-spot design, had the fangs and retractable claws of a
tiger, and had to be tranked again before the vet and the four troopers
struggling with the hal f-aware creature could put it under the scan

Awed by its size, beauty, and uni queness, the vet, when Matthew Luzon
hi nsel f cane for his report, could only verify that this was an unusual breed
of feline.

"I'n what way?" Matthew asked with an edge to his voice that put the vet
on the alert.

"Size, color, density of fur, condition, in that nost feral aninals are
| ess well nourished,"” he answered, shrugging.

"No unusual organs? The size of the brain?"

"Normal for the size of the skull certainly.” Suddenly the vet deci ded
not to nmention that that was the one particular in which the animal varied
fromany other specinmen in the genus. It's skull was larger, to accommopdate

the larger brain.

"Destroy it," Matthew said. "And do an autopsy. |1'mlooking for a
scientific explanation of the so-called communication link these creatures
have wi th the humans here. |Inplants, naybe."

"Sir, for that sort of information wouldn't behavi oral observation be

"Destroy it! Do | have to give orders tw ce?"

"No, sir." The vet wheel ed around and nade a show of filling a syringe
and plunging the sterile water into the back of the neck. There were certain
orders he woul d not obey, not with the oath he had taken as a young ideali st
who pl anned to catal og marvel ous new alien life-forns. "Takes about twenty
mnutes, sir, with an aninmal this size."

But Matthew Luzon had already left the surgery and the vet wondered
where the hell he could safely dispose of a sleeping aninmal this size w thout
being noticed. He was still running through alternatives a half hour |ater
when a major with two soldiers, one a nassive nan and the other a nmere slip of
a lad, appeared at the door, saying they had orders to collect a dead ani mal.
Rel uctantly, he showed themthe unconsci ous beast and desperately hoped that
t he second trank woul d wear off soon enough that the creature could escape
being buried alive. Sonetinmes the favors one tried to do coul d boonerang.

He was very unhappy with what had seermed |ike a routine mssion. None
of the animals that had passed through his facility that day had been unusua
except for their obvious adaptations to the climtic conditions of this
pecul i ar place, although the purpose of that extra bony |ayer on the nose of
the curly-coated stallion still puzzled him The interior nasal flap was



listed as a characteristic of the breed and kept icy winds frompenetrating to
their lungs. And now Luzon was intimating that the creatures m ght be-well,
psychic! He never willingly destroyed an ani mal wantonly, and certainly not a
psychi c one!

Uterly depressed, he went to the cubicle allotted to himand tried to
sl eep. He woke up, even nore depressed, for his dream had been about a
cl ouded | eopard running across a snowy waste, its effortless stride as
graceful as it was powerful.

Awake. Coaxtl found, one had a dreadful thirst. One's body was
slightly sore with pricks, scrapings, and bruisings, and one's senses were
dull. Rolling over, one ducked one's head because of the | ow bushes under
whi ch one lay. A sniff brought no useful information as to one's |ocation
The pursuers, nen who rattled as they ran and shouted, were gone, though
Coaxt| seened to renmenber them being close enough to pounce. No mind. Now
t hey were gone,

Unfortunately, the youngling was gone as well, still, and if Coaxtl had
escaped the nen, they had triunphed in preventing Coaxtl fromfinding the
youngl i ng.

Coaxt|l had seen the little female forced into a huge bird nachine,
bi gger than the terrible creature that had carried Coaxtl, the youngling, the
seal -man, and his mate to this | and where the youngling was to live with her
kin. Wiere the bl ack-and-white Nanook had been interested in one as a mate.
Nanook had had rmuch to tell Coaxtl, who had listened with grow ng wonder
More than ' Home' was changing, it would seem 'Honme' had indeed altered, if
one coul d be so robbed of sense and then dunped uncerenoni ously under a
t hi cket.

There was, however, sone snow still left in the center of the shrubbery,
and Coaxtl licked at it. The cool silvery water relieved the nasty, stinging
taste and dryness in one's mouth, while the cold snow and the water seeping
into one's fur revived one further.

Food woul d be a good thing. One lifted one's head and sniffed, sneezed.
Too many humans, too many bad smells. Nothing appetizing nearby. Through the
wi nd and the distant man-nmade noi ses came the rush of water. Water always
held fish, and fish were edible. Yes, one could quite easily snag many fish
on clever, swift claws and relieve one's hunger. Then one could plan what to
do next. Finding Nanook would be best. This was his territory. He would
know where to seek the youngling.

As dawn broke over the low hills and the new vol cano, Coaxtl scooped the
fourth large fish fromthe icy river waters, then continued standi ng,
notionl ess until nore unsuspecting aquatic shapes passed nearby. Coaxtl had
eaten well by the tinme the sun was up

Marmion did sleep well, but nmore because of Sean's infallible confidence
than Sally's reassurance about denonstrable facts. Wen she woke the next
nmor ni ng, she was nore than ready for the battle about to ensue.

She was not ready for Sally bursting into her room her eyes wide with
fright.

"They did it. Gathered up every one of the people Luzon calls
'renegades and traitors,' using the comm ssioners' shuttles and troops we
didn't even suspect were on board them" she said in a spurt. "They've got
themin detention cells on the far side of the field."



"Whittaker? Marmi on experienced an unusual pang of fear. Had she
outsmarted herself last night? Wittaker would never have gone along wth
that sort of a ploy.

"No, he's free, and so are Frank and Di ego Metaxos, and | told Faber to
stay with them MIllard s dogging Wittaker, who is furious!"

Marmion bit her lower lip, ranging through alternative plans. Wo,
exactly, did they seize in such a highly irregul ar procedure?"

"Only half the damed planet, including the wildlife," Sally said. By
the tine she had conpleted the list, Marm on found herself grinding her teeth.

She | aunched herself out of her bed toward the bathroom "Get me ny
usual , and buckets of coffee, and what channel are we using this norning on
our personal units?"

Sally gave her the frequency. "And |I'm maki ng your breakfast with ny
own hands," she said as she depart ed.

That made Marmi on pause at the threshold of her bath. Surely Mtthew

No, he wouldn't, but Bal wouldn't be beyond it. The ploy of detaining the
persons the comm ssion would call before themwas a matter she could, and
woul d- protest, since none of them could be proven guilty of any action agai nst
Intergal, unless a passive resistance was now considered a crine. Al the
active resistance had come fromthe planet. And Intergal doubted that this
world had a mind of its own! She allowed herself a rather ruthless smle, one
that had many tinmes al armed busi ness col | eagues who opposed her, as the hot
shower water conpleted the process of waking her up. She was al ready cl ot hed
and discreetly nade up by the time Sally arrived with a | aden tray.

"Place is in an uproar, Dama," Sally reported, her usually cheery
deneanor rather forced today. "All of Matthew s |ovelies running about wth
streanmers of hard copy, all of which seens to upset them for sonme reason.
saw Braddock Makem taki ng one of the others to task for comng up with results
that were the opposite of what Luzon had ordered. Couldn't find out much
nmore. The place is as well guarded as a first-touchdown canmp, and nore troops
were shuttled in from | think, the CISS Pronetheus."

Marmi on paused in the act of pouring her first, badly needed cup of

coffee. She stared at Sally, aghast. "They've called in a CISS cruiser? But
they're not authorized to call in S until this matter has gone through
conmittee and up the chain of command. Oherw se, of course, |I'd have

preenmpted them and already called in CS nmysel f."

"You m ght remenber, Danm, that the captain of the Prometheus is a
nephew of Vi ce-Chairman Luzon."

"Scuttled, are we?" Challenge only made Marm on sharper. "We'll just
see about this!"
"I must also informyou, Dama, " Sally's face was sad and angry. "I
heard that a | arge clouded feline was seen being wheeled into the veterinary
surgery early this norning."

"Ah, not Coaxtl!" Marmon took a deep breath and, eyes glittering,
added fiercely, "It's bad enough that the humans of this world have to be
maul ed and pushed around |ike pawns, but when the beautiful animals are ..
Wll, there's a thing or two Patrick Matthew Qi ngarch-Luzon will not want to



hear as public gossip back at Space Station One-Thirty-One!l" She downed the
coffee in one gulp, poured another cup, and then went to the work desk and her
term nal .

Chapter 17

Yana was roughly aroused by an inperative hard shaki ng and | ooked up to
see two of the Omicron troopers, truncheons in their hands. One of them
gestured for her to get up. Wen she went toward her clothes, they each
caught an el bow. She shrugged, as much as she could in their grip, and did
her best to match their long strides down the hall to the end and an open
door, through which she was pushed with sufficient strength to propel her
several meters into the room The snell and the appurtenances told her it was
medical. A male orderly swung through the open door on the right, a paper
shift in his hands. He gave it to her and gestured to the screen

She took it with a flicker of a smle. The silent treatnent continued
as she stepped out from behind the screen and was marched, strong fingers
gri ppi ng her el bow, through the open door

CAT scan, she thought as she saw the huge cylinder, and she nearly burst
out | aughi ng, remenbering Marm on's observation that C odagh woul d never fit
in that, though the circunference of the equi pmrent was w de enough for nost
hurman bodi es.

She endured the proddi ng and probing, took the jars and produced the
speci mens, and had rather a lot of blood sanples taken. She was crowned with
the netal band of one of the nore sophisticated brain-function devices she'd
ever seen and sat through that while her reflexes were tested and she was
pricked with nore needl es and had patches sl apped on and pulled off. The
doctor who perforned the gynecol ogi cal exanination did a doubl e take when he
realized she was pregnant, at her age!, but nmurrmured automatic reassurances
that the fetus seenmed to be in good shape. She was put up on a treadnmill; and
as it nmoved, she had to run faster and faster to keep fromfalling. Wen they
stopped that test, she was barely puffing, and rather pleased that she was so
fit. She waited passively, while the various nedics had a huddle. The ol dest
of them and he couldn't be nore than her own age, finally gestured to the
orderly and she was taken back to collect her underwear and then marched back
to her cell.

She reckoned the exam nation had taken approxi mately an hour. As she
put her underwear back on, she grinned, thinking of the CAT scan and the
treadm |1, which wouldn't accommbdate either C odagh or Aisling. She put the
medi cal gown on again, rolled up in the blanket, and tried to get nore sleep
She hoped the others, no doubt undergoing the same procedures, weren't
unnerved by the silent treatment, which was supposed to denoralize the
reci pient. She wondered who el se had been grabbed in the m dni ght snatches
and finally fell asleep listing themin her head.

An earsplitting siren hooted her awake and she dressed quickly, not
wi shing to be caught again. A ration bar and a plastic cup of water were
delivered by a silent guard while another watched, idly tapping his |eft hand
with the truncheon. She said nothing as she accepted the food. She did,
however, sniff the water before taking a sip to roll around in her nouth; but
it was good Petaybee water, and the ration bar was standard Intergal in its
original wapping, conplete with bar-coding. To her practiced eye, she read
an expired date, but that oddly reassured her that nothing had been 'treated' .



She was sitting cross-1egged, doing sone rel axati on exerci ses, when she
felt the runble under her buttocks. Faint but definitely a seismc trenor.

"Good ol' Petaybee, you're not letting themget away with this, are
you!"

"No tal king!"™ The command was i ssued from a hi dden speaker

Yana repri manded herself for not thinking to | ook for a bug, but of
course they'd be listening in on all their prisoners, testing the efficacy of
the silent treatnment on the various personalities.

"What ever!" she murmured, just to be contrary.

Conmi ssi oner Matthew Luzon had been awakened at two o' cl ock by Braddock
as the first of the nedical reports was presented. They proceeded to spew out
of the renote printer in his office at regular intervals. He noted that Mjor
Yanaba Maddock was two nont hs pregnant and wondered just how he coul d use that
fact to best advantage. He ignored the fact that she was in excellent
physi cal health, no sign of the lung-tissue damage that had di scharged her
fromactive service. That was a harder issue to nmake viable to his needs.

Sean Shongili, too, was in excellent physical shape. The scan showed
the [ argest of the cerebral nodes yet noticed, also, the |argest brown fat
concentration and an enl arged pancreas. His toes and fingers were abnormally
| ong but could not be considered either an adaptation or a nutation; the
slight increase in digital webbing was odd, but not entirely exceptional
They had been unable to get clear readings of his internal organs, the nmedic
clained that slight earth tremors prevented himfrombeing able to calibrate
t he machi ne properly the whole tine Shongili was being tested, but these were
evidently functioning normally according to other forns of testing.

Mat t hew, who knew what he had seen at the Vale of Tears, had his
suspi ci ons about the internal organs, but realized he m ght have to win his
case before he could take Shongili off-planet where sufficiently extensive
i nvasive tests could be performed. He knew the nman was not normal, but none
of the tests he could legally conduct here provided enough data. Just little
things. A slight anomaly in configuration noted that Shongili's torso was
i nappropriately longer than his legs. |If his |eg bones had grown in
proportion to his body, he woul d have been several inches taller. This was
not considered unduly inportant, but his unusual |ung capacity was, along with
a high netabolic rate while his blood pressure was on the | ow side of normal.

They had been unable to scan the woman, C odagh Senungat uk, and had
barely managed to fit her sister, Aisling, in the device. Wile obese in
nmedi cal terms, the wonen were also in excellent health and, since Aisling
Senungat uk had a wel | - devel oped node and five hundred grams of brown fat, it
could be concluded that her unscanable elder sister was simlarly endowed.

Anal ysi s was continuing on the various |iquids and powders found in
O odagh Senungat uk's house, but so far they tested as herbal, with sone
m nerals, mneral salts, and occasional aninal-protein additives. Nothing
toxi ¢ or poi sonous had yet been found. When questioned on the usage of
various itens, the subject had answered willingly and at sone | ength,
descri bi ng preparati on when asked and the places where she obtained the
ingredients. The biochenists in charge of this aspect of the investigation
were clearly inpressed by the al nost sophisticated pharmaceutical s avail able
in such a primtive society. |In the course of questioning her, it was |earned
t hat Senungat uk's great-grandparents had been the resident biochem sts during
the initial seeding of flora and fauna on Terraform B, working with the el der



Dr. Shongili. Senungatuk had an exceptional menory and, although she reeled
off by rote | ong passages of biochem cal procedures, she obviously understood
the material she recited.

Matt hew Luzon exci sed that section fromthe report. |In fact, if the
nmedi cal procedures hadn't al so been intended to denoralize the renegades, he
woul d have stopped the exami nations as a waste of tinme. The 'splendid
physi cal health' was not at issue and was not to last long in the conditions
to which he intended to send themall, if what Maddock had tol d Torkel was
true, and Shepherd How i ng's unexpected dem se upheld his theory. He was
rubbi ng his hands together in pleasure when he felt the runbling under his
feet. That gave hima nonent's pause. But only a nmoment. Seismic activity
was no proof of sentience, as Wittaker and sone others claimed. It only
proved that the Terraform B program had devel oped unforeseen problens. On the
ot her hand, he now had plenty of proof of subversion and sabotage anpng the
i nhabitants and a preneditated homcide in the deaths of the four shanachies.
He al so had proof that the belief in the sentience of this rock was not at al
uni ver sal

"Braddock," he called. The young nman appeared i mrediately. "Find out
how wi despread this seisnic activity is and howlong it will last. | don't
want it affecting the conference time slot."

Braddock gave hima startled | ook, then said an obedient "Yes, sir" and

ducked away.

Matt hew then turned to sone of the other reports his mnions had been
organi zi ng. The denographi cs were not what he had anticipated. The first
settlers had been from m xed Eski no-1rish, Scandi navi ans, Sherpans, Andean
I ndi ans, Slavs, Somalis, Afghans, and a handful or two of other inconvenient
peopl e who had had to be renmbved. Modst of those, he considered 'renegades
were Eskirish, a really absurd conmbination in ternms of melding violence and
resour ceful ness. \Whatever had the original Intergal comittee been thinking
of to all ow such interbreeding!

The nost recent col onists, whom he had hoped woul d be unt ouched by the
| ocal superstitions, so resented their resettlement that they had been
remar kably uncooperative. They would prove hostile w tnesses even if they
hadn't fallen under the mass hal lucination that the planet was self-aware.
They were not interested in working in nmines, even at the wages Matthew, in
the nane of Intergal, had offered. They were interested in either getting off
Pet aybee or, failing that, in surviving the next year. He nust find out why
Ceorge, lvan, and Hans had completely ignored the possibilities in that w sh.
Not |like themto mss an opportunity. |If he'd had a little nore tine, he
m ght have used the wedge to his advantage. He did have a Scotsnman on hand,
ant agoni stic or not, and Ascencion, now that she had been thoroughly bathed
and properly clothed, as witnesses that not all settlements believed as the
people of Kilcoole did. But the time spent gathering nost of these reports
had been wasted. He tossed them aside and picked up the files dealing with
the four recently deceased shanachi es.

This was nore like it. Each of them Satok, Reilly, Soyuk, C ancy, and
Shepherd How i ng, had been | eaders of their comunities and actively trying to
find the ores that Intergal knew | ay below the surface of the planet. Torke
could verify that Satok had showed himrich sanples. Satok had al so found an
i ngenious way to neutralize the 'mesneritic' effect of the caves by the use of
Petraseal, before his work had been sabotaged by what Matthew suspected was
t he deliberate planting of coo-bramnmbles, which had not only broken through the
Petraseal, but had nurdered Satok as well. Cearly an attenpt to discredit
the technique, as well as silence its innovator



Not that that nurder had worked! Matthew grinned. That woman woul d be
puni shed. And it had only proved that the netals were there, in these
so-cal l ed ' cormmuni on' caves. O course, it was entirely typical of prinitive
peopl es, or regressed ones, to designate val uable areas as sonehow 'taboo' to
scientific study and use. But such thinking was backward and counter
productive on a conpany facility such as this planet. Part of Matthew s
m ssion was to expose such cultural backwardness' for what they were and
suggest reform prograns to re-educate the natives while hel ping the conpany
make maxi mum use of the resources.

Usual ly he felt no personal involvenent whatsoever, nerely a sense of
satisfaction at a mission well done. But Petaybee, TerraformB, irritated
him |If he had any influence at all, and he did have, a nephew captaining the
CI SS Promet heus specifically, no matter what any one of these primtives said
or did or claimed that the planet said or did, it would be mned of every
ounce worth even a half credit.

He'd sent Torkel Fiske to find at |east one vein of ore, anything would
do, copper, iron, manganese, silver, gold, platinum germanium in the
under ground passages to prove that the indigenous people had deliberately kept
Intergal scientists and engineers fromlocating the ores; that there had been
a | ong-standi ng passive resistance and di screet sabotage to prevent Interga
fromreaping the financial rewards of its investment in the terrafornng
process. He had also sent a teamto Shannonnmouth with metal detectors to find
where the traitors had hidden the ores they had cl andestinely taken from
Satok's shuttle. He would heavily enphasize how | ong these Petaybeans had
been bilking Intergal of its rightful gains.

That sort of accusation would strike a punitive chord in the mnds of
men |ike Bal Jostique and Nexi m Shi-Tu, and quite likely affect Chas's known
soft heartedness. Marme's little supercilious smrk |ast night over their
bad investnent had not endeared her to Bal and Nexim

H s nephew was standing by in the CISS Pronmetheus. All the troops on
SpaceBase now were strangers to this planet and incorruptible, and the
Pet aybee-born troops that Torkel had unwittingly ordered in before had been
rounded up and confined to barracks. The two arrogant copter pilots were
incarcerated as well for their obstructionismand would face a court-martial
for their crafty dodges. The only drawback to his revenge on O Shay and
Greene was that they wouldn't suffer fromimune deficiencies as nuch as the
ot her Petaybeans soon to be renoved fromtheir 'bel oved planet.

Marm on, too, felt the runmbling through the thick carpet and sniled.
Just what could the planet do to inpress the uninpressable, who had seen it
all, done it all? Only they hadn't, had they? She gave a light |augh
al t hough she could not ignore the cramping of her stomach nuscles as the tine
for the neeting approached.

Chapter 18

The conmittee convened at 10:00 pronptly. Matthew had had even small er
padded detention cells set up in an annex by the tenporary boardroom All
prisoners were present and accounted for, although the sergeant in charge had
reported that the nedics had insisted that the child, Goat-dung, be placed
with her sister or they wouldn't take responsibility for her sanity when it
cane tine for her to be questioned. Matthew shrugged that off. An
el even-year-ol d was not necessary, not really. The testinony of Shepherd



Howl i ng' s senior wfe, Ascencion, would be nore than sufficient.

He | ooked about for Torkel, who had had tinme enough to | ocate at | east
one viable ore site. Not seeing the captain anong those in the anteroom he
told lvan to |l ocate the man and have himcome, with or without sanples. As a
wel | -respected officer of Intergal, Fiske's word would be sufficient.

As he entered the committee room Chas, Bal, and Nexi mwere standing by
the wi ndows, watching the thick mst left over fromthe night rolling across
the cracked concrete landing field of SpaceBase. Matthew frowned. The met
report had been that the fog would burn off and that they would have cl ear
weat her and tenperatures slightly above nornal for Petaybee this tine of year
still too bloody cold, in Luzon's opinion, for civilized people, but nothing
had been said about ground fog continuing right into the day. Wth an unusua
burst of inmaginativeness, he realized that he considered this fog to be
unnatural, sneaking and insidious in the way it noved, stifling in the way it
muf f1 ed sound and prevented a clear field of vision

Shaki ng of f such thoughts, he grabbed Braddock, wal ki ng a pace behi nd
him arms full of notes and docunmentation, and told himin a |l ow voice to
close the blinds. He didn't want any distractions during the proceedings.

Marmi on arrived at the dot of the appointed hour, smling charmngly to
everyone, with just that tall bitch of hers in attendance. She | ooked pl eased
about something. Well, that would change! And swiftly, ©Mtthew thought with
great satisfaction. As chairperson of this commi ssion, her |adyship grandly
invited all to be seated.

The bl ankness of the main screen altered swiftly to an inmage of the
secretary-general of Intergal, Farringer Ball, seated at his desk, tapping the
end of a stylus on the finely grai ned wood surface.

"Well, let's not dally. |[|'ve other matters to attend this nmorning." A
spray of "snow' across the screen coincided with a runbling that all could
feel, judging by their reactions, as Matthew did, through the soles of their
feet and the vibration of their chairs. "Wat the, I'mlosing reception. GCet
your technicians to stabilize it!"

Matt hew signal ed for George to do so. "Local interference, Farringer,
nothing to worry about. This is, as you know, a very primtive planet and the
equi prent all but obsolete. Generally adequate enough for the purpose,
especially considering the tinme and investnent already expended on this
wr et ched pl ace. "

"Let's cut to the bone. Can this planet be made profitable?"
"Yes, actually it can," Marm on said, pouncing in ahead of Matthew. "As
chairperson of this committee, in case you' d forgotten, | have no doubts about
that, Farrie." She gave him her saccharine snile

"You' ve found the ores then?" secretary-general Ball asked hopefully.

"Petaybee is nore inportant to Intergal for a heretofore unexplored
source of renewable wealth,” Marmion said firmy, "that will require no
further capital expenditure while it offers gainful enploynment to permt the
i ndi genous a decent standard of living as well as a profit for Intergal, and
will attract no retaliation fromthe sentient being who is the planet.”

"Ch, cone now, Marnion, you can't prove that,"
"and you know you can't."

Matt hew said scornfully,



"The pharmaceutical wealth of Petaybee?" She raised her eyebrows in
surprise. "Wy, the reports fromyour own team of biochem sts are quite clear
on that point, Matthew. This planet is a treasure trove of diverse and easily
harvest ed nedi cal components."

Seet hi ng, Matthew managed a weak snile. How had Marm on Al genei ne got
hol d of those reports? He had told the head of the teamto rel ease
information to no one but himself. But then, his team had seriously let him
down, their performance declining ever since he had | eft them al one while he
flewto the southern continent. Usually they and their conputers were
masterful at manipulating statistics to showthe results he desired. Since
his return, alnost every report he | ooked at reflected data supporting
concl usi ons the opposite of those he wished drawn. Mre than Petaybean heads
woul d roll when this conference was over.

And where the hell was Torkel Fiske?

"Pharmaceutical s? Wat pharmaceutical s?" Farringer Ball demanded,
| ooki ng deci dedly interested.

Matt hew i nwardly withed. Everyone knew that the secretary-genera
experimented i n consciousness stimulation and was still searching for
| onger-1lasting mood adjusters with no side effects.

"Yes, Farrie, some really marvel ous concoctions and renedi es, guaranteed
pure and free of toxic additives and remarkably no discernible side effects,”
Marmi on went on. "Preparations which, if merchandi sed properly, that Nova
Bene Drug Company you've an interest in," she added, hesitating only briefly
over that allusion, "could promote themin an interplanetary canpaign, wll
substantially reduce the debt incurred by the earlier, and unacceptabl e,
purpose of Intergal on this planet. Indeed, we have every reason to believe
the planet will assist us in this venture, provided harvesting is carried out
in a responsible and prudent manner."

"As it assisted the nurders of four shanachi es who had di scovered the
vast netal and mneral wealth of this rockball?" Matthew asked.

"Murders? What murders?" Farringer |ooked fromone to the other
"Five, in fact," Mtthew said challengingly, "since the shanachie of the
Val e of Tears was so convinced that he would be the next victimthat I
natural ly afforded hi masyl um on MonBase."

"Five? Four? He's dead, too? O what?" Farringer Ball was again
conf used.

"He unfortunately succunbed to a virulent respiratory infection three
days ago," Matthew said quickly, and then pointed behind him in the direction
of the detention cells, "but his death, as well as the nurders of the four
shanachies, is directly attributable to the concerted program of sabotage,

m sdirection, and treason perpetrated by the | eaders of this conspiracy
agai nst Intergal."

"Who?" the secretary-general asked, nore confused by Matthew s rhetoric
t han ever.

"By the wonman, O odagh Senungat uk

"The Kil cool e bi ochem st and heal er of consi derabl e expertise,"



Whi tt aker Fiske interposed am ably.

"Who, before witnesses, adnitted to knowing the toxic quality of the

pl ant which was instrunmental in the deaths of the four shanachies!" Matthew
snapped back, trying to keep his growing frustration under control. "And the
so-cal | ed doctor Sean Shongili, the reputed genetic scientist who has in fact,

ai ded and abetted Senungatuk in her program of sabotage, subversion, and the
estrangement of the population fromtheir natural protectors, Intergal!"”

"What a | oad of cod' s wallop!" Wittaker said, shaking his head and
rai sing his eyes skyward at Matthew s accusations.

"Not only that!" Matthew went on, "I find that Captain Torkel Fiske's
request for a court-martial of Mjor Yanaba Maddock, fornerly an agent of
Intergal, has adequate grounds on charges of treason and counter espi onage.
She's in | eague with Senungatuk and Shongili and, further nore, two nonths
pregnant by someone or other!" He said the last four words scathingly.

"I thought Maj or Maddock was di scharged to this planet in a terminally
di sabl ed physical condition," Chas Tung said as he peered at his own note pad.
"She's certainly well over the customary age to conceive a child." He |ooked
around for an explanation

"Which is nore proof that the healing powers of this planet's
pharmaceuti cal wealth are nost unusual ," Wi ttaker Fiske said, chortling,
worth a packet to Intergal."

and

"Rubbi sh! Ridiculous!" WMitthewreplied. "The true value of this
pl anet is, after evacuating the inmm grant popul ation, the mnerals and
resources Intergal has invested in during its devel opnent and has every right
to ship fromit, until it is nothing but the core of ice and rock it was when
the conpany first set eyes onit. Once we have extracted what is rightfully
ours, we can leave it all by itself again.”

"Ha!" \Whittaker jabbed a finger at Matthew. "You said it yourself.
You believe it's sentient, too. "Leave it all by itself!" See, Luzon admts
sentience.”

"I admt nothing of the sort! Rock can't have sentience! That can't be
proved. "

Everything on the table began to rattle; on the screen, Fallinger Ball's
livid, baffled countenance dissolved and refornmed several tines.

"It just was proved by that trenor, Luzon," Whittaker Fiske said.

"The esteened doctor has |lost his esteened mind, sir, you see?" WMatthew
crowed over Fiske's softer voice. "He now interprets every perfectly natura
phenonenon as sone sort of statenent by the ground he wal ks upon.™

Fi ske didn't even change expressions as he continued, when Mtthew ran
out of breath. "Furthernore," Fiske pointed to a thin m st oozing through the
seans of the building, floor, walls, and ceiling-"you may be about to partake
of the 'mass hallucination,' as my dear son called it, as proof positive of
our clains of sentience."

"What's hap'ing ... there?" the secretary-general demanded, the 'snow
and static interfering on both sides. "How ... | possibly un ... stand
what's going on when I ... even ... clearly. Luz ... what's ... matter?"



Matthew was irritated not only by the poor reception but also by the
m st seeping in under the doors and the supposedly tightly seal ed wi ndow
fittings. He was further distracted by the note handed hi m by Braddock t hat
told himthat Torkel was unable to | ocate SpaceBase in the thick m st and his
pilot, one of the Pronetheus's flight |lieutenants, would not risk his craft
and hi s passengers when he couldn't see where to |and.

The secretary-general banged a gavel fiercely. "Fix that ... screen
Stop ... fusing issues. Marm... on, can you clar ... matters?"

"I have, Farrie. And we're working on the reception here. The
techni ci an shoul d have things cleared up in a nonment. Please raise your hand
if you can't hear ne. The planet's worth nore as a pharnmaceutical source,
renewabl e in perpetuity, than as another strip-mning operation,” she said.

"I have had cooperation fromall sides and professions on this planet. The

i ndi genous popul ati on are hardy, industrious, resourceful people, they have to
be to survive in what is a harsh environnent. But for four generations they
have coped and provided Intergal with strong, healthy recruits who have been a
credit to the service and their planet. They have sabotaged nothi ng, even

t hough the conpany has given themprecious little assistance. This planet,
however, registered a conplaint which Wittaker Fiske and Torkel, if he'd
admt it, have heard, and this comittee is in response to that conplaint.

Pet aybee, the planet, has refused to be exploited in a brutal and ecol ogically
sensel ess fashion. Its conmplaint is not only valid but points us in the nore
feasi bl e and useful direction of considering alternative sources of profit.
Way ruin a world for crass nmetal when its wealth in renewabl e products is by
far greater and longer lasting? | have nyself experienced the total

conmuni cation with it that Wittaker here and nost of the popul ati on have
enjoyed, and hallucination it is not, as Whittaker has already testified."

At that point, the door opened, admitting an Omicron officer who,
despite Matthew s scow, presented himwith a large green rock, veined deeply
in orange, and a note.

"Aha!" Matthew sprang to his feet, flourishing the rock toward the
screen. "The ore sanples that were renoved from Satok's craft have been found
by metal detector in the woods at Shannonmouth, where they were illegally
renoved from his vessel and hidden. Yet another exanple of the sabotage that
is alnost planetwide. This is high-grade copper, according to this quick
assay. "

"Copper? 1s that the best you can do, Matthew? Copper?" Nexim Shi-Tu
demanded. "Not gold, or platinum... "

"Li eutenant, did you see any gold or platinumanong the sanpl es?
Matt hew asked, his eyes gimeting the Omicron nan.

"Sir, | wouldn't know either in the raw state. | was told to bring this
to you because it's the purest of the lot we found."

"Pure copper is not to be sneezed at," Marnmion said without a trace of
sarcasm "but hardly in the sane category as a respiratory renmedy that cures
damaged lung tissue, nowis it?" A technician bent and spoke to her and she
said to the screen, which was still fuzzy but not so noisy "lIs that better
now, Farrie?"

"Yes, | believe it is. Continue."

"D you have sonething for immcul ate conceptions, too?" Bal asked
slyly.



"By whomis Mjor Yanaba Maddock pregnant, Marmi on?"

She shrugged. "Let's not digress fromthe purpose of this comm ssion
gentl emen. Maj or Maddock's personal life is not at issue in this hearing and
shoul d not be at issue in any other hearing as | ong as she has obeyed her
orders.”

"Aha!" And Matthew once nore jumped to his feet. "That's just it. She
hasn't obeyed orders."

"But she did," Marmion replied firmy. "As she was instructed by
Col onel G ancarl o, she becane a part of the society of Kilcoole and set about
| earning as much as she coul d about Petaybee. She |earned a great deal
al though it was not, perhaps, what her superiors had expected her to
di scover."

"Where is she?" Barringer Ball asked, |ooking around the room "She
was the unifornmed one fromour first conference, wasn't she?"

"l believe she has been detained on Vice-Chairman Luzon's orders,"
Marm on said, turning to Matthew with a suddenly i npl acabl e expressi on on her
conposed, el egant face, "another breach of the civil rights of Interga
officers." And that's for the record, Farringer," she added sternly. "Even
an I ntergal comm ssioner cannot go about denying officers their civil rights."

"Of course | had her detained," Mtthew al nost shouted back, "as an
unrepentant renegade ally of the Kilcoole Goup. As a matter of course, | had
nmedi cal tests run on all the renegades.™

"Why?" Wi ttaker cracked that one word out. "What right had you to
i npose a restriction on any one of the citizens of this world? [|'ve told you
once and I'Il keep on telling you. They are not sabotagi ng Intergal

Intergal is sabotaging itself on Petaybee."

"Ch, cone now" Matthew said, his voice dripping with scorn and the
i ndignation that, rather to his surprise, he found he was actually shaking
with. O was that indignation causing himto shake? It seemed to be shaking
everyone else, too, and the table, as well.

Fi ske was continui ng, heedlessly. "By denying the denonstrable proof
that the pharmaceutical wealth will be a long-termand highly profitable use
of Petaybee. So what did your needl ess nmedical tests prove?" Typical of the
man, he had no sooner asked the question than he answered it hinself. "Not a

damm t hing except they're the healthiest bunch of people your tame nedica
staff has seen in a hunk of years. So they' ve a few spare parts that help
t hem adapt to Petaybee's climate. So what? Nothing nysterious."

"Vi ce- Chai rman Luzon has been so busy he hasn't seen the obvious,
Farrie," Marmion said with a hint of synpathy for the m sguided Luzon. "I'm
sure we can cone to sone arrangenent to extract sone ores when they don't
i nvol ve di sturbing invasions of Petaybee's integrity. Open-pit mning is as
di sfiguring as deep-pit nmning is, is-"

"You' re saying the dammed pl anet feels mning operations?" Farm nger
Bal | demanded, staring with round eyes at Marm on.

"Just as nuch as you'd feel a bone drill for a marrow sanple. An
archai c exanpl e, but then nbst m ning nmethods verge on the archaic, as well as
the destructive,” Marmion remarked. "Certainly it's like peeling skin from an



appendage, or suffering first-degree burns, and even you can appreci ate how
pai nful that would be."

"Marm on de Revers Al geneine," Farringer Ball began at his npbst ponpous,
"do you actually subscribe to the theory that this planet is sentient?"

"I nmost certainly do. And so do Sally Point-Jefferson, MIlard
Ephi asos, and Faber N ke, and you know very well, Farrie, that none of them
are the | east susceptible to "illusions' or 'hallucinations,'” not with the
reports they have subnitted to you on various occasi ons which | need not
specifically nention."

Matthew i nterrupted with a contenptuous gesture and his silkiest tone.

"Madame Al geneine is a beautiful, intelligent woman, quite talented at naking
nmoney, well adapted to survive under civilized circunstances, but she is used
to dealing with people of the same sensibility. Here, | fear that she has

fallen under the influence of the sane primtive passions that clainmed the

maj or' s good sense and caused her to cast disrepute on her previously
outstanding mlitary record. A lady of such refinenment as our chairperson .

" Matthew shrugged, but was gratified by the rising color flooding across the
delicate flesh on Marmon's aristocratic cheekbones and sl ender neck. "In the
best interest of Intergal, |I'mrequesting, no, demandi ng, a purge of al
residents on this colony planet due to their al nost unani mous obstructive
behavi or, the deliberate sabotage of Intergal expeditions, and subversions too
nunerous to list. And | charge Mjor Yanaba Maddock with treasonabl e
activities; Captains O Shay and G eene for deliberate acts of sabotage and
treason to this investigation; Dr. Sean Shongili for willful acts, including
hom ci de, against the best interests of Intergal, whom he has contracted to
serve; C odagh Senungatuk for-" He paused to | ook down at his list.

"Ch, great stars in the sky, Matthew," Marm on said, with a |laugh, "how
many people did you steal away fromtheir homes in the mddle of the night to
remand on such ridicul ous, trunped-up charges?"

"Don't |augh too soon, Marmion," Matthew said severely. "Not when
conmuni ty | eaders have been slain to prevent them from discl osing | ocal | odes
to Intergal officials.”

Unfortunately, his long |ist had given Marmon time to recover her
conposure and her rather deplorable sense of hunor. "And please renmenber to
i ndi ct whoever it was you allege seduced nme to primtive passions, Mtthew "
She wi nked at himin a childish way, then added di sparagi ngly, "Do be
sensi ble, Matthew, and face the facts you've hel ped gather. The autopsy
reports clearly state death by mi sadventure-"

"A highly toxic plant was purposefully allowed to infest the ore
| ocations-"

"To spring up overnight? That's quite a green thunb, Matthew " Marm on
snapped back. "How can anyone, other than by actual planting and nouri shing
over a considerable period of time, tell a plant where to grow? Besides
whi ch, you've been so busy quizzing innocent fol k about all kinds of
nm sdeneanors that you never took a | ook at the records of four of those
"murdered' nmen. Janes Satok, James Unidak Reilly, O ancy Nyungaruk, and Soyuk
| shunt were di shonorably di scharged fromlIntergal for fraud and bl ack- mar ket
activities involving Intergal supplies.”

"No such report reached my desk," Matthew said, turning to Braddock
The younger man shrugged, but his startled face expressed guilt and chagrin.
Mor eover, | have proof positive that that highly toxic coo-berry branble thorn



was deliberately placed in the caves at four or nore different settlenents to
prevent entry and di scovery of rich ore-bearing seans!"

"Wait a minute!" Farringer Ball said, banging a fist on the table. "Al
this is beside the point, Matthew. Especially if Marm on says we can harvest
pharmaceutical s and get at |east sone ores ... which ones, Mrnion?"

"That is to be decided,"” Marmon replied, "but drills, excessive use of
expl osi ves-"

"Secretary-Ceneral Ball!" Mtthew all but roared. "You cannot believe
t he aberrant notion put forth by Chairperson Al geneine that this planet is
sentient ?"

"No, | believe in cutting | osses and getting what we can out of a place
that's causing far nore fuss than it's worth," Farringer replied.

"It's a ball of rock, an inaninmate object " Matthew was poundi ng
the table with one fist and al nost bouncing on his feet in his protest.

Suddenly he was catapulted onto the table, face down, his nose spurting
bl ood, as seismic activity produced a havoc that had everyone in the room
ei ther grabbing their chairs to stay in them or being bounced about the
conmittee room Ginding sounds were so |loud that people clapped hands to
their ears, as the building shook and nore m st poured in fromthe cracked
seans of floor, walls, and ceilings.

"Under the table!" \Whittaker Fiske shouted, practically dragging
Marmion after himas the two of them closely followed by the other conmittee
menbers, hogged the nost sturdily built piece of furniture in the room
Bef ore Matthew could join them they were joined by Marm on's over qualified
secretary, and there was literally no roomfor another body to squeeze in. O
so he thought, until he spied one far corner unoccupied and dove for it, only
to be knocked away by Braddock Makem the sniveling coward.

"Cet out of there at once, Braddock!" Matthew conmanded, or he neant to
sound commandi ng. He was appalled at how his normally controlled decibels
el evated i nto pani cky-soundi ng squeals. "Were's your sense of priorities?

I'mthe conm ssioner here."

The guards stationed in the roomand others, he wasn't sure who, seened
to be trying to beat in the door, or break out a wi ndow, pernitting the m st
to flow nore freely through the shanbles of a cormmttee room A I oud crash
suggested that the main screen had fallen victimto the earthquake.

Matt hew heard soneone screeching for help and to his chagrin realized
the voice was his own. Never mnd. This was an enmergency and he had been
deserted by his colleagues. No tine for niceties. "Help!"™ he screaned
agai n.

"Try apol ogizing to the planet, Matthew " Marmi on bell owed over the
crashi ngs, splinterings, bangings, and other sounds of rending wood, plastic,
and plaster. Ha! Easy enough for her to taunt hi mwhen she was protected by
the table.

"Tell it you believe, Matthew " \Whittaker Fiske hollered as well. It
was the |last thing Matthew heard as the entire building convul sed; he felt
wet ness warmthe crotch of his trousers and slide down his |leg, and, as the
sound of the tumult was drowned out by a roar that came fromw thin his own
head and the snow fromthe conm screen seened to be affecting his eyesight, he



followed his own urine onto the fl oor

Whi tt aker Fi ske nearly choked because he had been trying to yell to
Luzon and laugh at the sanme tine. The floor abruptly canted to the far end of
the conmittee room The table and those it sheltered were willy-nilly
propell ed downhill. \hittaker, one arm crooked around the table | eg nearest
him nmanaged to grab hold of Marm on, who caught Sally by the shoul der. Bal
Chas. and Neximhel plessly slid dowward. Losing his footing, Luzon was
rolled | engthwi se against the table's sturdy | egs and caught there. A tangle
of uniformed |inbs pressed himeven harder against the table | egs, and he
began shouti ng warni ngs and dire inprecations agai nst those who had him
unwi | I'i ngly pinned against the furniture.

The grindi ng noi ses increased, drowning out all other sounds, and then,
with a mghty swooshi ng sound, the walls and roof of the comm ssioners' room
col | apsed over the table, which stolidly bore the extra weight, though sonme of
t he surface veneer audi bly cracked.

The ensuing silence, as the swirling mst settled on everyone, was
al nost worse than the horrific bonmbardnment of noi se had been. Then a breeze,
nost peculiarly scented with floral aromas, wafted through the damaged room
settling the dust caused by the building s collapse and di spersing the nist.

"Marm on?" Whittaker asked, shaking his head to clear it fromboth the
tunmbl i ng he had endured and the residue of the nist.

"I'"'mfine, shaken, but not bruised, thanks to your quick grab." she
sai d, though her skirt was ripped and her blouse torn. "Sally?"

"Ckay, | think!"

VWhi ttaker conpleted the roll call; the nanes he called out were answered
by either groans or curses.

"Matt hew?" Whittaker asked with sone anxiety. It would be awfully
awkward if the planet had inadvertently caused the death of Vice-Chairman
Matt hew Luzon. That coul d be considered vengeful, not that he didn't deserve
it with his notion of renpbving all the Petaybeans and cutting the planet into
bits.

"He's alive, sir, but unconscious," a deep nmale voice said. "I think
it's all over and, oh, mnmy CGod!"

"What? What's the matter?" Marm on asked, duly concerned by the awe
and respect in that slowly enunciated epithet. She | ooked about her for a way
out fromunder the table, but the walls and roof seened to have collapsed to
cover everything except for the spot kept open by Matthew s unconsci ous body.

She noved that way, gesturing for Wittaker and Sally to follow her
There was just enough roomfor themto crawl under the table top and over the
[inp Matthew, whose aroma was decidedly not floral, where he had been caught,
chest and thighs, by the two table legs. Hands helped themto stand in a
relatively free space, crowded though it was by uniformed bodies and the
splintered remmants of the original door into the room (Gddly enough, that
wal | was standi ng.

Then Marmion turned in the direction the officer was staring.

"My word!" Her jaw dropped as she gazed out at the massive rock
structure that had been punched through the surface that had once been the



landing field of SpaceBase. "No, it's not quite a ziggurat," she nurnured to
herself, trying to renenber where she had seen a very sinilar formation, |ike
bui | di ng bl ocks, or stepping-stones in sonme unfathomable pattern, rising high
above them Yet even as her amazed eyes took in the scope of the el evated
area, she could see how one could fairly easily clinb to the top, if one were
daring. Once the last of the mists had cleared, what a splendid view one
woul d have, too, to see what Petaybee had done to prove Matthew s assunption
W ong.

Peopl e were energi ng from upended and broken buildings all around this
extrusion, dust-covered, quite |likely anazed to have escaped with their lives.

"I's anyone hurt down here?" a famliar voice called fromthe corridor

"Yana! Yanaba Maddock, is C odagh with you? | think Matthew may be
hurt," Marm on cal |l ed back

"Luzon?" There was a definite edge to Yana's tone, but then Marnion
scarcely blaned her. "Is anyone el se hurt?"

"I-1 don't think so," Marmion said, twisting around to see Chas Tung,
Bal Jostique, and Nexim Shi-Tu getting to their feet and dusting thensel ves
of f. Then they, too, caught sight of what had been el evated on the | anding
field and just stared at it.

Do them good, Marmi on thought, for doubting!

"Are you all right? And everyone with you?" Marmion called.

Then Yana poked her head through the door while Sean carefully broke off
the splintered wood of the door frame before it could do any harm

"C odagh's still counting noses, but we had the benefit of padded cells
during the rough bit," Yana said with an irrepressible grin, "and the door
| ocks rel eased when the power went off." She gave a snort at the inadequacy
of the security as she clanbered over the door and knelt beside Matthew,
feeling the pulse at his throat. "Well, he's alive, but you're bl eeding,
soldier. And Sergeant, that |ooks like a broken armto nme. Sit down here,
against the wall. If it hasn't fallen before, it won't cone down now. Ah,

Bunny, find sonme water and see if you can find a nmedic running around | oose.'

"The usual mnedical facility is just down that corridor and to your
right," Wittaker said. "I'll show you." He stepped over the renaining door
frame to | ead Bunny, and also to add his authority to any request she'd make
of dazed or possibly reluctant personnel to assist her

Chapter 19

It took the rest of that day to assess damages, but these were actually
rather limted, despite the weckage of the, conference wing and its tenporary
detention cells. The ones, on the far end of the field had al so been
denol i shed, but there had been no loss of life and only a few mi nor broken
linbs, lacerations, and bruises. There were plenty of outraged dignities and
addled wits. Sonme of the Omicron and the other inported sol diers spoke of
hearing a voice in the mst, though they hadn't a clue what it was sayi ng,
ot her than sonehow reassuring them

Hal f way through Johnny Greene's and Rick O Shay's attenpts to



re-establish communi cations with the MbonBase, a di shevel ed and enraged Torke
Fi ske arrived on foot with the copter pilot, both of themlugging jury-rigged
back- packs full of ore sanples. He insisted on seeing Matthew Luzon, and
"don't give ne any excuses," so he was duly shown the bandaged but stil
unconsci ous conmi ssi oner

"Massive bruising on the chest,”
"and he's got two broken |egs."

the al nost apol ogetic nedic told him

"Who did that? | don't see any of you wearing bandages," Torkel said,
belligerently glaring around at those who were working in the tenporary
i nci dent roomset up in one of the half-enpty warehouses on the perineter of
SpaceBase.

"I told Matthew to get under the table,” Whittaker cheerfully lied, "but
he never did pay a blind bit of attention to sensible suggestions. Ask
Captain Uranbu! over there! He was one of the bunch that ramed into
Mat t hew. "

Torkel's accusatory stare relaxed slightly when he took in the huge
frame of the Omicron captain and the others in his group. They did, at
| east, have some noticeable face and hand cuts, and probably some bruises they
woul d ignore. The captain was speaking into a hand held, evidently repeating
everything he said, for he wore a resigned | ook of strained patience.

"At what point in the nmeeting did the earthquake happen, Dad?" Torke
asked, his manner and tone far |ess belligerent.

"About the time Matthew was banging the table and insisting the planet
couldn't be sentient."™ Marmon said. "Oh, by the way, Wit, Coaxtl was
rel eased fromdurance vile by Frank Metaxos, D ego, and Faber, dressed up in
uni forms and | ooking very officious. The poor vet turned Coaxtl over w thout
a word, and she was | ast seen by Liam Mal oney swi ping fish out of the river at
dawn. "

"Thank God for that!"
"Coaxt|?" Torkel |ooked fromone to another in puzzlemnent.

"Yes, of course, Coaxtl was one of the plotters Matthew wi shed to
indict,” Marmion said in the tone one used when speaking to soneone of
deficient intelligence. "Along with a little bitty skinny pregnant orange
kitty cat. Quite subversive for felines, or so Matthew was going to try to
prove."

"Dr. Fiske?" Braddock Makem said with considerably nore vibrancy in his
voi ce than he had ever used in addressing his enployer. "That earthquake was
| ocal, the epicenter, the exact center of the landing field. Only those three
smal | aftershocks, and no nore expected."

"Thank you, Makem " Whittaker said, smling. "Now, Torkel, where did
you find the sanples you brought back with you?"

"I'n one of the passages of the cavern we were all rescued fromafter
your shuttle came down," he said, and a | ook of disgust passed over his face.
He nade a fist. "W were right there, not nore than ten neters from one of
t he biggest veins of pure gold | have ever seen, and these Petaybeans, "

"I'"ve had enough of that fromyou, Torkel, to last the rest of our
mut ual exi stence,"” Wittaker said, abandoning his homespun manner and



straightening up so abruptly that Torkel backed off a step in surprise at his
father's sudden authoritative manner. "Conpany policy has shifted from
exploitation of the mneral wealth of this planet to its pharnmaceuti cal

"And renewabl e,
rem nder.

Mar mi on i nterposed, touching Whittaker's armin

"And renewabl e pharmaceutical wealth."
"lts what ?"

Torkel glared at his father, who stared himdown, and then gl anced about
the roomto spot any Petaybean on whom he could vent his frustrated anger

"Col onel Yanaba Maddock and Dr. Sean Shongili," his father began
noticing his disconfort, "will share a joint governorship of the planet
Pet aybee, under the auspices of Intergal and Nova Bene Drugs to develop a
| ocal industry of fine Petaybean pharmaceuticals."

"Ah, just a noment if you please," said a |ight baritone voice.

Everyone turned to see the nman who had di screetly appeared anidst them
in the tenporary incident room He was wearing the distinctive gray and
silver-trimred uniformof a high-ranking official of the Collective
Interplanetary Societi es.

"I"ve just managed to land here, via the Prometheus, on a matter of
gravest urgency," he began. "Oh," he added, smiling apol ogetically, "my name
is Phon Tho Anaciliact. | seemto have conme at a bad nonent. | understand
there has been a hearing under way today to determ ne the findings of an
i nvestigative conmttee. W0 is the chairman of that conmittee?"

"I am" Marm on creased her brows slightly in surprise.

"Madame, excuse nme if | seemto overrule your authority, but | have

taken it upon nyself to investigate circunstances here. | have been
hospitalized at the Intergal Infirmary Station for a virus | contracted on ny
| ast assignment in the Fuegan Galaxy. While at the hospital, | could not help
but overhear a denizen of this planet, supposedly a witness for this
conmittee, | |earned upon inquiry, demand his conjugal rites with soneone he
referred to as an 'ungrateful child' . He clainmed that she had been seduced

away fromhimand his fanmly of other w ves by some nonstrous sentient
life-formthat apparently lives within this world. As you can inmagi ne, nuch
of what he had to say deeply disturbed ne, and so | prevailed upon the captain
of the Pronetheus, who was bound for orbit here, to transport me, as well.
I"msure Intergal is aware that while they may govern humanoid life in
accordance with CI'S regul ati ons, which this wi tness apparently was not
follow ng, on their incorporated worlds, new life-forms are specifically the
concern of the CI'S. They are, in fact, specifically the concern of ny
departnment and nyself."

Tor kel | ooked about to expl ode, Whittaker's face was weathed in sniles,
and Braddock Makem al nost fainted.

"Not a nonstrous sentient life-forn, Messer Anaciliact, but nost
certainly a sentient being." Marmon corrected himwith a smle, hardly
daring to believe the good luck that had brought not only CS, but Phon Tho in
particular, to themat this time. And they had Matthew and his nephew to
thank for the man's pronpt arrival! It was a nercy to Matthew that he wasn't
here. The know edge woul d probably seriously inpede his recovery. She



continued, "The sentience is not a nonstrous one. That was a perception
entertained only by the witness and the people he forcibly influenced. He was
the nmonster."

"I shouldn't doubt that a bit," Anaciliact said, remenbering vividly his
di staste for the witness in question. "l stand corrected."”

"You al so stand on this supposed sentient being," Torkel snapped,
jabbing his index finger at the floor

The dark arching eyebrows in Anaciliact's dusky-conpl ected face rose
high in his forehead. "Do | take it you nmean the planet is sentient?"
"It nost certainly is," Wittaker and Marmon said in firmchorus. Then
Mar mi on, seeing Yana and Sean cl ose by, gestured urgently for themto cone to
her .

"And this is the finding of the conmttee?"

"Most decidedly,"” Bal Jostique said, with a nervous glance at the piled
stone skyscrapers | oomng where Intergal's runway and the streets and
bui | di ngs of SpaceBase had been

"We were interrupted before fornmal adjournnent, messer," Chas anended,
"but | think if you check with Farringer Ball you will find that Intergal has
decided to ... "

Anaciliact held up his hand, his expression counseling silence.
"Intergal has overstepped its bounds in deciding anything w thout consultation
with CI'S. And your statement, Dr. Fiske, that two persons have been appoi nted
governors of this ... living body ... is totally out of order. No sentient
creature may be coerced, only negotiated with."

"That's been my argunent all along,"”
to hear the | ast statenent.

Yana sai d, having been cl ose enough

"The problem has been trying to get Intergal to accept that this planet

is sentient," Sean Shongili said, standing close enough to Yana to hold one of
her hands discreetly behind him "Now that we have re-established contact
with the secretary-general of Intergal, Farringer Ball, he seens to be willing
to believe the proof." He gestured in the direction of the singularly

el evated field.

"That is as well, | suppose,"” Anaciliact said suavely, "for the ... ab
extrusion seens to have limted itself in a nost unusual fashion and in
the nobst clear ternms that it wishes this facility evacuated. So that | may
conmune with the sentience, | will also require the renoval of even the
i ndi genous personnel -"

He was interrupted by a runmbling that seenmed to make the solid floor
underfoot ripple fromone end to the other
"Messer Anaciliact," Marmon said, waggling a finger at him "I believe
the planet just said "No.' It likes the people who live here; it protects
themin ways that cause themto die very quickly when renoved fromits
cust ody. "

The CI S representative's expression had altered as he staggered to keep
his balance. "It cannot so quickly perceive, "



Anot her runbl e, quicker, so that it appeared to be nore enphatic.

"W weren't supposed to get any aftershocks,” Braddock Makem nur mnured,
t hor oughl y di smayed.

"Messer Anaciliact," Sean began, snmiling and with a little conciliatory

bow, "I think it would be best if we took you to one of those special places
where the planet conmunicates with us in its unique fashion. | believe it is
quite ready to discuss the terms of its ... use as a habitation and the uses

to which its gifts may be put.”

"Don't, | beseech you, Messer Anaciliact," Torkel said, on the point of
grabbi ng the hands of the CI S representative, who deftly avoided him "go into
one of those mi sty caves! |It's all hallucinogenic. You'll believe anything."

"Captain ... "

"Fi ske, Torkel Fiske." The man's handsone features were contorted with

the urgency of his entreaty. "You'll end up like them " He gestured toward
his father, Yana, Marm on, and Sean.

"My dear Captain Fiske, | amconditioned to reject any hall uci nogenics
and drugs, and trained to perceive illusions or spells of any nature,"
Anaciliact replied with inperturbable and gentle reassurance. "I assure you

amwel|l able to probe the substance of sentience in all forms of creatures to
t he exact degree of self-awareness and percipience. Now, if we may just
proceed to wherever it is | may start my investigations?"

"This way," Sean said, gesturing toward the door through which the CS
i nvestigator had recently entered. "It's a short distance from here but |
bel i eve, ah, Johnny, did your copter survive?"

"It did, Sean." Johnny eyed Sean's conpanion. "And it's even fuel ed
and ready to go."

"Yana, where's C odagh? Sean asked, |ooking around the busy incident
room Then he noticed orange cats prowing discreetly or observing fromthe
tops of piled cartons. "Never nmind. She'll be there."

When they reached the outskirts of Kilcoole and Johnny circled the
copter to land it close to the warm springs, Coaxtl and Nanook bounded out of
the forest to await their descent.

They sat back on their haunches when they saw Phon Tho Anaciliact step
down. He turned, slightly startled, then bowed with a touch of reverence in
the noti on.

"You are messengers?" he asked.

Cccasionally that is our function, Nanook said. But we do as we pl ease.

"As your breed always has," Phon Tho said with another respectful bow.

You may follow us. The way has been cl eared.

"Sean, the coo-berry ... Yana said as she saw Phon Tho follow ng the
track-cats toward the warm springs.

"Why did you think O odagh, Sinead, Bunny, and Di ego skived out of
SpaceBase as fast as they coul d?" he asked her, taking her hand as he | anded



lightly on his feet beside her. "Com ng, Johnny?"

"Sure aml" Johnny had hel ped Marm on, Wittaker, and Sally descend from
the other side of the packed copter and now they all followed the | eaders.

Dried stalks lined the path, but not a single |ive coo-berry tendri
remai ned. Sone ni ght have been killed by d odagh's antidote, Yana thought,

but the rest seened to have sinmply ... been swallowed up by the planet's
crust.
Ch well. Anywhere el se that woul d have been incredible, but as al ways,

Pet aybee played by its own rules.

The track-cats deftly trotted across the stepping-stones to enter the
gap between cliff side and cascade, the CIS arbitrator not a step behind them
as they di sappeared into the Kil cool e access area.

M st was already formng by the time all had gathered, for C odagh
Si nead, Aisling, Bunny, and Diego were waiting in the cave, having cleared the
way. Cl odagh smiled and gestured for Phon Tho to seat hinself nearby, and he
i medi ately assuned the very difficult lotus neditation position, back erect,
hands with thunbs and i ndex fingers nmeeting. Marmion settled herself wth
Sally and Wittaker. Sean and Yana seated thensel ves so that they faced Phon
Tho.

That gentleman had a good | ong | ook at the wondrous colors and forns
that were shortly obscured by the thickening mst, A slight snmile curved his
finely nmolded lips, and then he closed his eyes.

Sean and Yana, shoul ders and thighs touching, experienced an
overwhel mi ng sensation of relief and total relaxation, of reassurance and
goodwi I I, a sense of great achievenent, although relief was the dom nant
feeling.

When the m st dissolved at |ast, |eaving the anbient gl ow of the rocks
in their splendidly delicate colorations visible, the relief still renained.
Then all the participants turned their attention to Phon Tho Anacili act.

He rose fromhis lotus position with the special graceful ness of sonmeone
wel | accustomed to such a maneuver and smiled at them

"This planet is self-aware in a manner | have never before encountered.
It is an entity, a being with consciousness, and as such deserves the
protection which is nmy prerogative. Wile it insists that it is no |onger

i ndentured to Intergal, it honors the obligation of life and will redeem
itself in due course.” Then he turned to C odagh. "You are nanmed as one
mnister to its needs, and you, Sean Shongili, are another." Then he | ooked

curiously around, first at Sinead, then Bunny, until his glance settled on
Yana. "Ah yes, it is you, Colonel Yanaba Maddock, whom | take with ne to the
headquarters of CIS to verify certain particulars in ny report. As soon as

conmuni cations are repaired, | shall give an interimreport to ny superiors,
but in the meantinme, | amauthorized to evict the incunmbent authority as
inimcal to the Subject Sentience. You who have lived |ong on Petaybee are
requested to remain. | fear there may be sone hardships yet for you to
undergo until a proper authority can be framed to deal with such an unusua
Sentience and the needs of its inhabitants.” Hi s Iips curved with wy hunor.

"But you are welcone, it would seem"” he said, smling at C odagh, Sinead,
Ai sl ing, Wittaker, Johnny, and Sean, "For w thout you, the Sentience would
never have becone truly aware of its potential."

"And just what is that potential, Messer Anaciliact?" Mrmon asked



with one of her npbre radiant sm|l es.

He gave a shrug, opening his hands. "It is, boundless, it is,
unchartable, it is-unfathomable, it is-"

Yana's pent-up nerves of the | ast few weeks released in a short guffaw
"I think what Messer Anaciliact is trying to say is, 'whatever'!"

The Sentience gave a trenor that m ght have been a | augh but certainly
concl uded the current interview

"What songs we'll make of this, huh, Bunny?' Diego whispered as people
turned to file reverently fromthe cavern. Bunny smiled in agreenent, just as
a peculiar echo rang through the cavern. It repeated not the |ast words of

Di ego' s sentence, nor the first word, but the niddle ones. As they turned to
listen, the cavern played rainbows on its reflective surfaces and the echo
sang back to them in a voice neither Diego's nor Bunny's nor that of any
human bei ng they knew, "Songs we'll make, songs we'll make ... "



