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The Thorns of Barevi

By Anne McCaffrey

CHRISTIN BJORNSEN WONDERED IF SUMMER on the planet Barevi could possible be the only
sea-son. There had been remarkably little variation in temperature in the nine months since she'd arrived
here. She'd been four months in what appeared to be the single, sprawling city of the planet when she'd
been a slave, and now had racked up five months of comparative freedom-tooth-and-nail survival-in this
jungle, after her escape from the city in a stolen flitter.

Her sleeveless, one-piece tunic was made of an indestructible material, but it would not be very warmin
cold weather. The scooped neckline was indecently low and the skirt ended midway down her long
thighs. It was closely modeled, in fact, after the miniskirted sheath she had been wearing to class that
spring morning the Catteni ships had descended on Denver. One moment she was on her way to the col-
lege campus; the next, she was one of thousands of astonished and terrified Denverites being driven by
forcewnhips up the ramp of a spaceship that made the Queen Mary look like a bathtub float. Once past
the black maw of the ship, Chris, with all the others, swiftly succumbed to the odorless gas. When she
and her fellow prisoners had awakened, they were in the slave compounds of Barevi, waiting to be sold.
Chris aimed the avocado-sized pit of the gorupear she was eating at the central stalk of a nearby thicket
of purple-branched thom-bushes. The bush instantly rained tiny dartsin all directions. Chris laughed.
She had bet it would take less than five minutes for

the young bush to rearm itself. And it had. The larger ones took longer to position new missiles. She'd
had reason to find out.

Absently, she reached above her head for another gorupear. Nothing from good old Terrarivaled them
for taste. She bit appreciatively into the firm reddish flesh of the fruit and its succulent juices dribbled
down her chin on to her tanned breasts. Tugging at the strap of her dlip-tight tunic, she brushed the juice
away. The outfit was great for tanning, but when winter comes? And shouldn't she concentrate on
gathering nuts and drying gorupears on the rocks by the river for the cold season? She wrinkled her nose
at the half-eaten pear. They were mighty tasty, but a steady diet of them ...

A low-pitched buzz attracted her attention. She got to her feet, balanced carefully on the high limb of the
tree. Parting the branches, she peered up at the cloudless sky. Two of the umpteen moons that cir-cled
Barevi were visible in the west. Below them, dots that gave off sparkles of reflected sunlight were
swooping and diving.

The boys have called another hunt, she mused to herself and, still standing, leaned against the tree trunk
to take advantage of her grandstand seat.

Before her chance to escape had presented itself, Chris had picked up a good bit of the lingua Barevi, a
bastardization of the six or seven languages spoken by the slaves. She had gleaned some information
about her captors, the Catteni. They were not, for one thing, indigenous to this world but came from a
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much heavier planet nearer galactic center. They were one of the mercenary-explorer races employed by
avast federation. They had colonized Barevi, us-ing it as a clearinghouse for spoils acquired looting
unsuspecting non-federation planets, and as a rest-and-relaxation center for their great ships' crews.
After years of the free-fall of space and lighter-

gravity planets, Catteni found it difficult to return to

their heavy, depressing home world. During her brief

enslavement, Chris had heard the Catteni boast of

dying everywhere in the galaxy except Catten. The

way they "played," Christhought to herself, was rough
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,

enough to insure that they died young, as well as far from Catten.

Huge predators roamed the unspoiled plains of Barevi, and the Catteni considered it great sport to stand
up to the rhinolike monsters with only asingle spear. That is, Chris remembered with agrim smile,
when they weren't brawling among themselves over imagined slurs and insults. Two slaves, friends of
hers, had been crushed under the massive bodies of Cat-teni during a free-for-all.

Since she had come to the valley, she had wit-nessed half a dozen encounters between rhinos and
Catteni. Used to a much heavier gravity than Barevi, the Catteni were able to execute incredible maneu-
vers as they softened their prey for the kill. The poor rhinos had less chance than Spanish bullsand, in
all the fights Chris had seen, only one man was slightly grazed.

Astheflitters neared, she realized that they were not acting like a hunting party. For one thing, one dot
was considerably ahead of the others. And by God, she saw the light flashes of the trailing flitters
forward gunsfiring at the "leader."

Hunted and hunters were at the foot of her valley

now. Suddenly, black smoke erupted from the rear

of the pursued flitter. It nosed upward. It hovered

reluctantly, then dove, dantingly, to strike the tumble

of boulders along the river's edge, not far from her refuge.

Chris gasped as she beheld a figure, half-leaping, half-staggering out of the badly smashed flitter. She
could scarcely believe that even a Catteni had sur-vived that crash. Wide-eyed, she watched as he strug-
gled to hisfeet, then reeled from boulder to boulder to get away from the smoldering wreck.

With a stunningly brilliant flare, the craft ex-ploded. Fragments whistled into the underbrush as far up
the slope as her retreat, and the idiotic thorn-bushes She had recently triggered sprayed out their lethal
little darts.

The smoke of the burning flitter obscured her view

now, and Chrislost sight of the man. The other flit-

ters had reached the wreck and were hovering over
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it, like so many angry King-Kongish bees, swooping, diving, trying to penetrate the smoke.

An afternoon breeze swirled the black clouds about and Chris caught glimpses of the man, lurching still
further from the crash. She saw him stumble and fall, after which he made no move to rise. Above, the
bees buzzed angrily, deprived of their prey.

Catteni don't hunt each other as arule, she told hersalf, surprised to find that she was halfway down from
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her perch. They fight like Irishmen, sure, but to chase a man so far from the city?

The crash had been too far away for Christo dis-tinguish the hunted man's features or build. He might
just be an escaped slave, like herself. If not Terran, he might be from one of the half-dozen other subju-
gated races that lived on Barevi. Someone who had had the guts to steal aflitter didn't deserve to die un-
der Catteni forcewhips.

Chris made her way down the slope, careful to avoid the numerous thorn thickets that dominated these
woods. She had once amused herself with the whimsy that the thorns were the gorupear's protec-tors, for
the two invariably grew close together.

At the top of the sheer precipice above the falls of

the river, she grabbed along vine which she had hung

there for a speedy descent. On the river bank she

stuck to the dry, flat rocks until she cameto the

stepping-stones that allowed her to cross the river

below the wide pool made by the little falls. Down a

gully, across another thom-bush-filled clearing, and

then she was directly above the spot where she had

last seen the man.

Keeping close to the brown rocks so nearly the shade of her own tanned skin, she crossed the re-maining
distance. She all but tripped over him as the wind puffed black smoke down among the rocks.

"Catteni!" she cried, furious as she bent to exam-

Ine the unconscious man and recognized the gray and

yellow uniform despite its tattered and blackened

condition.

With a disdainful foot, she tried to turn him over.

And couldn't. The man might as well have been a

boulder. She knelt and yanked his bead around by
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the thick slate-gray hair which, in a Catteni, did not indicate age. Maybe he was dead?

No such luck. He was breathing. A bruise mark on his temple showed one reason for his unconscious-
ness. For a Catteni, he was almost good-looking. Most of them tended to have brutish, coarse features,
but this one had a straight, almost patrician nose, even if there was alot more of it than an elephant
would want to claim, and he had a wide, well-shaped mouth. The Catteni to whom she had been sold
had had thick, blubbery lips, and she'd heard rumors-never mind about them!

A sizzling crack jerked her head around in the di-rection of the wreck. The damned fools were firing on
the burning wreck now. Chris looked down at the unconscious man, wondering what on earth he had
done to provoke such vindictive thoroughness. They sure wanted him good and dead.

The barrage pulverized the flitter, leaving the fire no fuel. The wind, laden with coarse dust, blew odor-
ously from the wreckage. The man stirred and vainly tried to raise himself, only to sink back to the
ground with agroan. Chris saw the flitters circling to land on the plateau below the wreck.

"Going to case the scene of the crime, huh?"' It was completely illogical, Christold herself, to help a
Catteni ssmply because there were others of hisrace out to get him. But . . . she backtracked, just in case
he had |eft any trace for them to follow. She went back as far as she could on the raw rock. Where dirt
began, ash had settled in athick layer, obliterat-ing any tracks he might have made. After al, the Catteni
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might stumble on her if they thought their victim had escaped the crash.

He had got to his feet when she returned. She tried to lend her support but it was like trying to guide a
mountain.

"Come on, Mahomet," she urged softly. "Just walk like a nice little boy to theriver, and I'll duck you in.
Good cold water'll bring you round."

A sharp, distant gabble of voices made her start

nervously. God, those Catteni had got up that rock
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facein a hurry. She'd forgotten they could take pro-digious leaps on this light-gravity planet.

"They're coming. Follow me," she said in lingua Barevi.

He groaned again, shaking his heavy head to clear his senses. He turned toward her, his great yellow
eyes still dazed with shock. She would never get used to such butter-colored irises.

"Thisway! Quickly!" she said, urgently tugging at him. If he didn't shake his tree-stump legs, she was
going to leave him. Good Samaritans on Barevi had better not get caught by Catteni.

She pulled at his arm and he seemed to make a decision. He lurched forward, one great hand grasp-ing
her shoulder in an incredible visalike grip. They reached the river bank, still ahead of the searchers. But
Chris groaned as she realized that the barely conscious man would never be able to navigate the
stepping-stones.

The shouts behind them indicated that the others were fanning out to search the rocks. Urgently she
grabbed his hand, leading him to the base of the falls.

"If you don't float, it's just too damned bad," she said grimly, and taking a running start, she knocked
him into the water.

She dovein, right beside him, and when he did indeed continue to sink, she grabbed and caught him by
histhick hair. Fortunately the water made even a solid Catteni manageable. Exerting all her strength and
skill as a swimmer, she got his head above water and held him up with a chin lock.

By sheer good luck, they came up in the space be-tween the arc of the falls and the cliff, the curtain of
water shielding them from view. Asthe Catteni began to struggle in her grasp, the five hunters leapt
spectac-ularly into view in the clearing by the pool. Her "Mahomet" was instantly aert and, instead of
strug-gling, began to tread water beside her.

The Catteni were arguing with each other, and each seemed to be issuing conflicting orders.

Mahomet released himself from her chinhold, his

yellow eyes never leaving the party on the bank. They
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watched, keeping the swimming motions to a mini-mum, though the falls would hide any ripples.

One Catteni, after a heated argument, decided to cross the wide pool in a fantastic, to Chris, standing
leap. He and another began to move downstream, carefully examining both banks and casually sur-
mounting up-ended coffin-sized boulders with no effort. The other three went charging back the way
they had come, arguing violently.

After an endlessinterval, during which the icy water chilled Christo the bone, the refugee finally
touched her shoulder and nodded toward the shore. But when she realized that he was going to head
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back the way they had come, she shook her head emphat-ically, pointing to the other side.

"I've aflitter. Over there," she shouted at him over the noise of the falls. He frowned. "Safer. That way!"
sheinsisted, jabbing afinger in the direction of her hidden vehicle. Stunned as she suddenly realized
what she had done, she stared at him. "Oh, God!"

He raised an eyebrow in surprise, and she hoped for one long moment that he had not understood what
she had said. But he had, and now his yellow eyes gleamed at her in the gloom with a different sort of
interest.

He'slike agreat lion, Chris thought, and almost choked on fear.

"Y ou have aided a Catteni," he said, rumbling in adeep voice. "Y ou shall not suffer for that."
Chriswasn't so sure when she tried to climb out of the river and found herself numb with cold, and
strengthless. He, on the other hand, strode easily out of the water. He looked down at her ineffectual
strug-gles, frowning irritably. Then, with no apparent ef-fort, he curled the long fingers of one hand
around her upper arm and simply withdrew her from the water, supporting her until she got her balance.
Shivering, she looked up at him. God, he was big:

the tallest Catteni she had ever seen. She had inher-

ited the height of her Swedish father and stood five

foot ten in her bare feet. She had topped most of the

Catteni she had seen by several inches, but his eyes
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were level with hers. And his shoulders were as broad as the scoop of a road-grader.

"Where'sthe flitter?' he demanded curtly.

She pointed, furious that she obeyed him so in-stantly, and that she couldn't control the chattering of her
teeth or the trembling of her body. He reached for her hand, relaxing his grip alittle at her involun-tary
gasp of pain.

Replace "grubby paws" with "high-gravity paws," she told herself in an effort to keep up her spirits as
she stepped in front of him.

“I'll have to lead the way through the thorns,” she said. "Or maybe thorns don't bother Catteni hides?"
she added pertly.

To her surprise, he grinned at her.

"Catteni are always cautious."

As she turned, she realized that she had never seen a Catteni smile before. She noticed, too, that he was
following carefully in her footsteps. It was good to know that he was no more anxious to disturb the
thorn-bushes with their vicious little barbs than she was.

They were halfway to the hidden flitter when both heard, off to the right in the valley, the staccato volley
of ordersin loud Catteni voices.

Mahomet paused, dropping to a half-crouch, in-stinctively angling his body so that he did not touch the
close-growing vegetation. He listened, and al-though the words were too distorted for Christo catch, he
evidently understood them. A humorless smile touched his lips and his eyes gleamed with alight that
frightened Chris.

"They have seen movement here. Hurry!" he said in alow voice.
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Chris broke into ajog trot; the twisting path made a faster pace unwise. When they broke into the dell
just before the extensive thicket, she paused.

"Where? Areyou lost?' he asked.

"Through those bushes. Watch. And when | say move, move!"

He frowned skeptically as she picked up a handful

of small stones. With a practiced ease, she began

casting at the thickets. Gauging carefully, she threw

right and left, watching and counting the thorn sprays to be sure she had triggered every bush. To be on
the safe side, she scooped up one more handful of peb-bles and broadcast it. No further thorns showered.
"Move!" His reaction time was so much faster than hers that he was halfway across the clearing within
seconds after the order escaped her lips. She rushed in front of him. "We have five minutes to cross
before they rearm.”

An expression that was almost respectful crossed his face. Impatiently, she tugged at him and then began
to weave her way among the bushes, following no recognizable route. When she made the last turn and
he saw the flitter, its nose cushioned in the heavy cluster of thom-thicket limbs, he gave what Chris
assumed was a Catteni chuckle.

She waved open the flitter door and bade him to enter with aregal gesture. He walked straight to the
instrument panel, grunting as he activated the main switch.

"Half atank of fuel," he muttered, and then checked the other dials. He seemed pleased as he nipped off
the switch. He glanced up at the trans-parent top, camouflaged by the interwining leafy limbs, at the bed
she had made herself on the deck, at the utensils she had fashioned from spare partsin the lockers.

"So it was you who stole the commander's per-sonal car,” he remarked, looking intently at her.

Chris jerked her chin up.

"At least | landed it in one piece," she replied.

At that he laughed outright, once.

"Y ou're one of the new species?"

“I'maTerran," she said with haughty pride, her stance marred by uncontrollable shivering.
"Thin-skinned species," he remarked. He looked down at her heaving chest, and slowly started to stroke
her shoulder with one finger. His touch was feathery-and more. " Soft to the touch,” he said absently. "I
haven't bothered totry aTerran yet . . ."

Before she could draw back, hisleft hand cupped

her breast and the other grabbed her tunic at the

back, ripping the garment from her in one sharp,
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powerful jerk. The fingers of hisright hand pulled her inexorably toward him.

"I saved your life. . ." she said in protest, her heart beating in panic.

"And | intend to reward you suitably."

“Not that. .."

"A Catteni's honor isinvolved," he said, both hands exerting such pressure on her body that his caresses
were painful.
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With no effort at all he picked her up and depos-ited her on the bed. When she tried to wiggle away, he
laid a hand, like aton of bricks, on her chest. With the other, he stripped off his tunic, exposing hisim-
mense chest, each well-defined muscle rippling sinu-ously under slightly olive skin. The rest of his
clothing followed.

"Oh no!" Chriscried in desperation. "You're ... | can't!"

He glanced down at her wide, curving hips, and shrugged.

"Catteni have been enjoying your race since you were discovered," he reassured her camly.

"Y es, but have we enjoyed it?"

She made a frantic attempt to evade him as he leaned down. But there was no escape from that im-
placable male. She arched her back, only to realize that she had made it much easier for him. She con-
tinued to struggle out of pride.

"Y ou enjoy pain?' he asked, a puzzled frown on his face. His fingers tightened just that much more so
that she felt she'd been caught in avise and, with a shuddering moan she relaxed, too exhausted to offer
even token resistance. "Now we will both enjoy," he said, and proceeded to prove his point.

Just as she was certain she would be split apart, apprehension was replaced by a surging emotion far
more powerful and overwhelming. Somewhere, in that flood of intense relief and unexpected ecstasy,
she heard him exclaiming, too, in loud surprise.

A harsh curse broke the silence that had settled in the hidden flitter. The warm, strong body of the
Catteni stiffened. ,Chris glanced up at him in alarm.

He brushed his hand warningly across her lips, all

his attention focused in the direction of that swear-ing. The flitter door was still open, and both Chris
and Mahomet heard the vrrh, vrrh as the thorn-bushes rel eased their darts. There were loud cries of pain
and further curses. Chris saw the Catteni's eyes dance with malicious amusement.

An authoritative voice uttered a rough command, and even Chris understood the " Get the hell out of
here, nothing can pass this way."

She and Mahomet lay still, almost breathless, al-though the flitter was buried a good hundred yards from
the edge of the thickets and could not possibly be seen. They waited until they heard no sound ex-cept
the brief sighing of the wind.

With alow laugh, the Catteni finally withdrew from Chris, stretching leisurely, hisjoints popping and
cracking with startling loudness.

"I'd heard there was a run on Terran women, and now | can see why. They use their heads aswell as
their tails."

Chris slapped at his hand, feeling like a flea at-tacking a Great Dane, but determined to make a gesture.
He began to stroke her body, gently explor-ing it rather than attempting to arouse passion. He was
curious, like asmall intrigued boy.

"Yes, | can see why," he repeated with a chuckle. He lay back, glancing about the flitter. "This car has
been gone five months. Why have you stayed so long alone?' he asked. "Are there others of you here?’
He propped himself up on one huge elbow, looking suspiciously out the windows.

"Just me."

He relaxed and smiled. Sensing his receptivity, she dared ask him why he had been chased by his own
people.

"Oh," and he shrugged negligently, "atactical error. | was forced to kill their patrol leader. He had
insulted the accomplishments of my squadron. And, as | was without allies, | withdrew."
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"He who fights and runs away, livesto fight an-other day?"
"The next day," he corrected her, absently.
"The next day?"

"Certainly. It is against the Catteni Law to con-tinue aquarrel past the same hour of the following day. |
have only to lie hidden," and he grinned at her, "until tomorrow at sun zenith and then | can return."
"Won't they be waiting for you?"

He shook his head violently. "Against the Law. Otherwise, we Catteni would quickly exterminate each
other."

"Y ou honestly mean to say that, if they can't find you before noon tomorrow, they have to give up?’

He nodded.

"Would that Law apply to slaves, too?'

He looked at her intently. "It can. And | shall per-sonally see that in your case it does. However, while
we're waiting for tomorrow . . ." And he reached pur-posefully for her.

Batting at his possessive hands, she squirmed to free herself.

"What? Was | not tender enough with you?' he asked, concern flitting across his face. "We Catteni pride
ourselves that we are gentle with our women."

Chris could think of a hundred argumentative re-pliesto that statement, and yet had to admit that he had
been considerate, gentle, and that even at the height of his passion, he had not forgotten to adjust his
strength. His hands were caressing her now, softly, and despite herself, she was responding to him, want-
ing more of that strong gentleness.

“It'sjust...well .. .you've had quite aday," she temporized, aware that her body was already con-
forming itself to his even as she protested, "you've been in a crash, half-frozen inicy water and . .."
"Like the thom-bushes of Barevi," he said, smil-ing, "it takes the Catteni little time to rearm.”
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