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It's my fault, all of it, and Kamir is dead.

But something must be done.

Now it is afterwards and | am recording this on shipboard so that you will understand. Much
of this belongs in a Second Contact Report. Much more does not. But | am too torn-up and tired
to make a formal report. | am simply talking out what happened so you will see that something
must be done.

?27??

It started while | waslazily cruising dong just outside an idand cord reef, on the beautiful sea-world
unimaginatively christened "Wet." | seeit now: turquoise seaand creamy smal breskers, and acrossthe
green bay the snowy expanse of sand, backed by the feathery plumes of that papyrus-like plant | learned
to cal cenya. The sun has started down, so | start my motor and go aong the reef, looking for a pass. |
find one, and cautioudy zigzag through; my little new-rubber dinghy istoo preciousto risk hitting that
sharp cord. Once through, | stop and turn, watching. Something has been following me dl afternoon. |
don't want to spend the night aone on a strange beach without checking out the creature.

Will it follow mein here?

| am, so far as| know, alone on Wet. And I'm tired. I'd been on avery strenuous year-long tour as
Sengtive on an Extended Contact party six lights away. It's hard work, building up an FW—First Verba
V ocabulary—and the dliens | was dedling with had complicated, irritable, niggling minds. The niggling
made for an accurate vocabulary, but it wastiring for the lone telepath on the team. And it wasa
high-gee planet, which made for more fatigue. | had earned my post-tour leave. When we passed near
WEet, | opted to be put down in alander for weeks of restful solitude.

Wet has been visited only once before, by aloner named Pforzheimer, who stayed only long enough
to clam aFirg Contact. His notes in the Ephemeris say that there are humanoid natives, confined to the
one smdl continent, or large idand, on the other side of the planet from me. Besides that, what land there
isconggsof zllionsof samdl idandsand idets, modtly atolls, long looping chains of them everywhere,
archipelagos forming necklaces around friendly sees.

Wet stemsto bein aninterglacid period with the ocean at maxima height, and only atiny ice cap on
the south pole. And itssunisyellow, like Sol but smaler, so that even here near the equator the noon
heet ismerely pleasant. A tropica paradisein this season. Thereis even amagnetic field; my compass
works. | |eft the lander at my base camp due south, and have come exploring this pretty chain of idets.



Ah!

In the pass | am watching there bobs up around head, rather like asedl's, but glinting afiery pink in
the sunlight. The creatureisfollowing meinto the bay.

Wheét to do?Isit apredator? If so, it has had plenty of chancesto make for mewhilel wasdiving,
but did nothing. More important, isit amarine anima or an amphibian? Much of Wet'swildlife seemsto
be amphibious, their lives and bodies undecided between sea and land—anatura development here. If
my follower staysin the sea, well and good; but if it comes ashore, | won't have areposeful night.

Asl look, the head swivels, gpparently spots me, and submerges again. A ripplein the water showsit
comingonin. | float quietly, undecided. Perhapsit ismerdly curious. That might imply high intelligence.
But what persistence! It has been around me, now near, now farther off, since noon. What should | do?

Then something happens! A swirl in the water behind the cresture, and a glimpse of something white,
| have anotion what it is—one of the giant white crabs | have seen (and avoided) on the reefs. Our
passage must have attracted it.

At thismoment the creature accel erates to a very respectable speed and heads straight toward me.
The swirl of the crab accelerates, too. | receive amentd flash of excitement, mixed with atrace of fear.
Clearly the creature isracing to get away from the crab; but why toward me? Does it fed | am somehow
arefuge?

I check my impulseto start my motor and take mysdlf out of the path; | feel responsible for my
follower'splight.

| shilly-shdly until thereisacommotion in the water dongside. The dien cresture has arrived right by
me. Then two pale green arms shoot out of the water and grasp the dinghy, and, so suddenly | have no
timeto react, the cresture boostsitself up and tumblesinto the bow of the boat—with astartlingly Human
laugh!

Can it be Human? No—ahumanoid, | see as| get abetter look at itswaving feet. Long membranous
flippers are folding themsdlves around its toes, and the fingers are webbed. But the form is Human—quite
beautifully so, | notice. And the creature is sending out awave of excited pleasure.

| have evidently encountered the hominid inhabitants of Wet.

My firgt reactionis—damnit al. I'min no condition to exercise my specia talents, to do a Contact
routine. But somehow the laugh beguilesme. | don't need to do more than aminimal scan to grasp that
my vigtor isin noway hodtile.

But there's no time for more—a big white pincer-crab claw haslashed across the boat and is coming
at thedien. | fumblefor my harpoon.

Before | canfindit, the Stuation is solved. Still laughing, the alien expertly graspsthe claw and whips
out ashdl knifefrom its belt—yes; it iswearing a bdt and loincloth—and runs the knife down the claw,
severing its "thumb,” or lower pincer. The thumb drops to the bottom of the boat, the now-harmless claw
batters about a bit, and a second, smaller claw comes aboard. The process of de-thumbing is repeated.
For amoment both ex-pincers are battering and waving, and then the gresat crab, seeming to grasp its
trouble, gives up and dides back into the sea.

Thedlien, grinning, bends and retrieves the thumbs, shaking itsflaming red hair back from itsface.
With itsknife, it scoops the meset out of their shellsand leans aft. It is offering one claw-mest to me! |
takeit, puzzled. It islike abig white banana

The dien popsthe other piece into its mouth and bites, nodding and smiling at. me. Good! Cautioudly,
| taste it without swalowing. It isddicious—but dien food like this can contain an infinity of hazards. The
crab's flesh could be laced with something letha to me—as smple as arsenic—to which thelocdsare
immune,

Regretfully, | lay the luscious white meat down on athwart and gear my mind up to communicate the
thought, "Thank you. It isvery good. But we are very different. | come from another world."

To my inexpressible surprise and relief the dien, its deep blue eyesfixed on mine, sends back, "1
know, | know." So they are natura telepaths! How rare, how wonderful!



And moreiscoming: "Other one came from sky along time past.” A foggy picture of what must have
been Pforzheimer formsin my head, evidently a passed-onimage. "Areyou likethat?"

Mind-questions are hard to ask. The dlien does it by superimposing afigure | seeisme, and flashing
back and forth fast to the Pforzheimer image with an eager fed. "Yes," | send. "We come from the same
world."

The dien eats more crabmest, consdering this.

Then comes another, more complex question | don't get. Foggy flashing images of Pforzheimer
opening and shutting his mouth, blurry pictures of what might be planets of different 9zesand colors...
"many worlds..." | am roused to make the effort to probe for the alien's verba speech, and try a guess.

"Y ou say, the other-one-like-me said there are many worlds, many peoples?’

Enthusiagtic assent. I've hit it.

And from then on, we conversein an irreproducible mix of verbal and transmitted speech, unmatched
for fluency and ease. | report it here as close as purely spoken speech can come.

"Yes, that'strue,” | tell the alien. "There are many races. Some stay on their worlds, otherstravel
much—likeme."

Thedien smilesbroadly, the blue eyesinwhat | redizeisavery beautiful face bright with plessure.
He snuggles down into a comfortable posgition in the bow, reaching for my rejected crab claw.

"Show me! Show medl!”

Heisevidently prepared for along session of entertainment. But the sunset is casting great golden
rays acrossthe sky* tinting the flocks of little idand-born cumuli and generating lavender shadows on the
blue-green sea. | must prepare for the night.

"Too many to show al. Too many to know dl. | will show you one, otherslater. The night comes.”

"Yes, | know how you do in the night. Y ou take this'—he dgps the boat with the knife—"onto land,
and deep. | have watched you two days.” Thereisasmile of mischief in hisblue eyes.

What? But | only spotted him this noon. However, | recal some vague impressions of sentience
nearby that had caused me momentary disquiet. So that's what they were—emanations of my new
acquaintance, watching!

"Good. Hereis one other world.” | send anice detailed view of thefiery planet of the Comenor, with
afew of itshighly intelligent natives hopping about or resting dertly, tri-pedd, on their large,
kangaroo-like tails. The Comenor had been one of the races| trained on.

"Ah! And they think, they speak? Do they make music?' The dien raisesits voicein aprovocative
little chant.

"Yes... yes... let meremember—" | try to render one of the Comenor's pastora airs.

Ashe gtstherereflecting, with the golden light playing on hisflaming hair, | redize | may be mistaken.
| have been calling him "he"" because of his breastless body, flat belly, and dim hips, and perhgps aso
because heis gpparently aonein the open sea. But that face could belong to abeautiful woman. And he
isnot Human; there isastrange fold running down the throat, and the pupils of hiseyesare
hourglass-shaped. Nor is he even mammalian; no nipples mar the pale green curves of his pectora
muscles, dthough he hasasmdl navel. Perhgps'he" isfemde, or epicene, perhapsit isthe custom of his
race for femaesto wander far alone. Whatever, my new friend is enchanting to look at; even his
accoutrements of knife, belt and loincloth are charmingly carved and decorated.

"Wonderful," he saysat length. "And you have seen thisand more?"

v

"l would liketo do s0."

"It might be possible, someday. Maybe. But now | must go ashore.” | send him an image of himself
getting out of the boat so | can drive the bow up the beach.

"Yes, | know." Again the hint of mischief in the smile. He pops the remains of the crab claw in his belt,



and in one graceful flash isoverboard. Ashe sails past | glimpse that strange fold on his neck opening to
show afeathery purplelining. Gills So heistruly aguatic. No wonder | didn't see him until he decided to
show.

| start the motor and examine the beach. As often here, asmall stream meandersto the bay inits
center, marked by clumps of thetall, plumy papyrus-like plants. I'll have fresh water to top off my
canteens.

| choose the larger expanse of beach and head for its center, where I'll have maximum warning if
anything approaches. I've searched inland on severd atalls, and so far found no sign of any
predators—indeed, of anything larger than akind of hopping mouse and awedlth of attractive
semi-birds. But I'd prefer not to have even hop-mice investigate me in the night.

I rush the dinghy up asmooth place, jump out, and drag it beyond the tideline. There arelow,
frequent tidesin this part of Wet, generated by atrio of little moonsthat sail acrossthe sky threetimesa
night, revolving around each other. Like everything ese here, they are atractive—oneis sulfur-yellow,
another rusty pink, thethird ablue-white.

The dlien offersto help mewith the boat. | warn him about punctures and letting the air out. He steps
back, warily.

"Thank you."

When | detach the motor and batteries, he comes to examine them.

"More wonders. How does thiswork?'

"Later, later." | am puffing with exertion as | take out al my gear and turn the boat over to make a
bed, hopefully out of reach of thelittle nocturnal crabs and lizards on these beaches. The alien watches
everything closdly, nodding to himsdf. When | have dried the dinghy's bottom and laid out my deep
shdlter, he Sits down on the sand alongside.

"Now you will—" Quick images of me relieving myself among the papyrus and returning to sit on the
boat and eat.

| laugh; the pictures are deft cartoons, emphasizing our mutua differences and aso the—I
fear—growing plumpness around my blt.

"Yes. And | fill my canteens. The beach last night had no fresh water.”

"Good. I, too, will eat." He opens his belt pouch and extracts the crabmeat, together with two neatly
cleaned little reef fish. Raw fish must be astaple here.

When | return, heis il ddlicately egting. | offer him water but it isrefused. "Y ou don't need fresh
water after such along timein the salt sea?'

"Oh, no." | reflect that their bodies must have solved the problem of osmosis, which dehydrates
seagoing Humans. Perhgps that beautiful pae greenish, velvety-looking skinisin fact some sort of
osmoetic organ.

| settle down with my food-bars, enjoying the unmistakable sense of companionship that emanates
from the alien. We are both examining each other between bites, and | find that hissmileis contagious; |
am grinning, too. Extraordinary! Especialy after my last diens.

Now | can see more signs of his—or her—aguatic origins. A rudimentary, charmingly tinted dorsd fin
shows at the back of his neck, running down his spine to surface again just above itsend. Thereisafrilly
little fin on the outsde of each wrigt. All thesefishlike trappingsfold avay neetly when not in use. The
flipper-fins on hisfeet fold over the toes so asto appear merely decoration. And hishair isn't true hair, |
see, but more like the very thin tendrils of arosy anemone; a sensory organ, perhaps. Am | seeing a
member of aracethat has evolved directly from fishes? | think so; these gppendages|ook morelike
evolutionary remnants than new developments to my untrained eye. Heison hisway out of, rather than
back to, the sea. But could he be cold-blooded? No; when our bodies had brushed together, | had felt
solid warmth under the thick, cool integument.

But perhaps heisnot "on hisway" at dl; on thisworld, his adaptations seem perfect. Thereisevery
reason to retain his aguatic features, and none a al to lose them. | think | am seeing aculminant form,



which will not change much, at least from natura pressures.

Hefor his part islooking me over with care.

"Y ou do not svimwell," he concludes, extending one foot and flicking the flippers open.

"No, but we havethese." | reach under the dinghy and pull out my swim-finsto show him. Helaughs
appreciatively, and | reflect that my race, like sedls, is returning to the sea—by prosthes's.

"My world has much dry land,” | explain. "My race grew up from land animalswho never went to
sea" What am | doing, assuming agrasp of evolution theory on the part of one whose mind may not be
much more than afish's? Y et he seemsto understand.

"Wonders" Hegamiles.

Next heisfascinated by my teeth. | show himdl | can, and hein turn displaystheridges of hard white
cartilage | had taken for teeth.

And s0 we pass the evening, chatting like amiable strangers, while the golden sun turnsred and sinks,
slhouetting the fronds of the papyrus. We exchange names late, asis customary with telepaths. Hisis
Kamir. He has alittle trouble with mine, Tom Jared. His people, hetells me, are three days travel away,
to the east. Why ishe done? That oneisdifficult; | can only guessthat he meansheisexploring for
pleasure. "It isthe custom.”

Somehow | cannot bring myself to take up the question of sex, even though | know heis curious, too;
onceor twicel catch atendril of histhought lingering around my swim trunks.

But through al our talk, | am amazed by what can only be called its courtesy. Itscivility. Never do |
drikeahostile or "primitive’ reection. It isalittle like being questioned by abright, well-brought-up child.
Innocence, curiosity, those are neotenic—childlike—traits. Neotenia has been afeature of Human
development. Kamir'srace is neotenic, too. But beyond that, heisindefinably but unmistakably civilized.
Whatever may turn out to be histechnologicd level, | am communing with acivilized mind.

It grows darker, and amyriad unknown stars come out. | grow deepy, despite the interest of the
occason. Kamir noticesit.

"Now you desire deep.”

"Wes"

"Good. We deep." And he pulls up the back flap of hisloincloth to make a pad for his head and
amply liesback peacefully. | wriggle round in my deep shelter and do the same.

"Good night, deep well, Kamir."

"Seep well, 'Om Jhared.” Then suddenly he adds a question | sense as deadly serious. "Will morelike
you come?"

| am glad to be able to reassure him. "No, unless you ask. Oh, maybe once asmal party to record
your world, if you do not object.”

"Why should we?'

And so we both relax, the alien on hiswarm white sand, me on my gdactic dinghy, and the little crabs
and lizards and other creatures of the night come out and sing or fiddle or chirrup their immemoria
chorus. | remember thinking as| drift off thet they are agood warning system; only when al istill do
they ang.

?2??

When | wakeninfull sunlight, dl iscam and ill. Too gtill; the seaislike glass. | check my barometer.
Yes, it has started downward.

Kamir isnowherein sight. | fed a sense of loss. What, has he abandoned interest in me to return to
his watery world? | hope not.

And—good!—in amoment or two there's a splash out on the reef. Kamir surfaces. He comes
quickly back to shore, towing something. When | go to meet him, | seethat it isadlky purse-net, full of
flapping fish.

Too preoccupied to greet me, he hurries up the beach and kneels over his catch, his beautiful face



tense. He begins quickly decapitating them, finishing the last one before cleaning any. Then he stsback,
sghing rdievedly.

"Their pain and confusion are hard to bear,” hetellsme. Then, amiling, "Morning grestings,
"Omjhared!"

"Greetings." | know what he means. | once made the error of going too near a meat-killing place; it
had taken me afortnight to recover.

"l wish we could eat some other way. Weal do," Kamir tells me, working on the fish. "But plants are
not enough.”

| agree, looking over hisnet. An eegant little artifact, clearly handmade. Hisis not amachine culture.
"| think thereisastorm coming.”

"Ohyes." Hetoucheshisshining hair. "My head isfull of it."

"When?'

"Thisevening for sure." Helooks me over again, curioudy. "What will you do in the sorm, 'Om
Jared?'

"Take my suff farther up on land and wait it out. What will you do?’

"Well, of course, we go down into the deep water where all iscam and wait it out, asyou say. Very
boring... But today | think | will stay with you. | haven't ssen astorm on top since | wasachild. Would
you like meto be with you? | can help carry your things." His head cocksto the side as he looks up, shy,
coy, absolutely charming. | can no longer stand this convention of "he.”

"Kamir—"

v

"Kamir, in my race there are two types of people, because of our way of reproduction—" | begin a
clumsy exposition of gender and sex. What's the matter with me? | never have trouble with this part of
Contact, never thought about it before.

| am hafway through when Kamir bursts out laughing. "Yes... yes... Wedso havetwo. And...?"
Another of thosekilling smiles.

"And which areyou?'

"Doyou ask?"

"Yes"

"| thought it was plain. Perhgps because | am so ugly itisnot.”

"Ugly?But you are very beautiful, Kamir."

Thelovey face turns on me, the incredible deep blue eyeswide. "Do you mean that, 'Om Jared?' A
hand comestimidly to clagp my forearm.

"I meanit. Yes."

Very softly Kamir says, "I thought never to hear those words." Then, whispering, "1 am an
egg-bearer. What you cdl afemde.”

And her—her!—red head goes down on my forearm, hiding her face.

| can only slammer, "Ah, Kamir, | wish we were not of different racesl—"

"] too," she bregthes.

It isincredible, whether a chance match of pheromones across the light-years, whatever, | am
trembling. | look down her graceful back, with itslacy frill proclaiming her dienness, and it does not seem
dienat dl. My mermaiden.

But | aminmortd danger, | must straighten up and fly right.

"Kamir, | do not think you should stay with me through the storm.”

"Why not?'

"It—there might be dangers—" It isimpossibleto lieto atelepath.

"If you can endure them, so can I! Ah, why do we speak nonsense? For some reason you are afraid



of my nearness.”

"Yes" | say miserably. What can | tell her convincingly? Of theiron Rule Number Onein ET
contacts? Of thefollies that Humans, men and women aike, succumb to? Of the fact which | have just
redized, that | have been avery lonely man?Why dse, | ask mysdlf, should | be so smitten by a purely
chance resemblance to Human beauty?

"Look," she says, lifting her head to the sky. "The storm iscoming much fagter... | don't think | will
havetimeto swimto aredly safe place. If my presence disturbsyou, | will stay far, very far away. When
we have moved your things.”

Little mischief, isshelying? My sensestell me so. But when |, too, ook up, | seethat the ky has
taken on acurious yelowish tint, though no clouds show yet. The seaisso flat it looks oily, and the air is
ominoudy 4till and hot. Sheisright, whatever iscoming ismoving fast. And these seas are shdlow, it may
be along way to adeep place. In any event, it istime to secure my possessions.

"Very wdl," | say with profound unwisdom. "Then if you want to help me, we will move my boat and
the rest up into the dunes behind the beach.”

Sheamilesradiantly, and wegotoit.

Butitisadow process, she exclamswith interest and curiogity over dl my things, wet suit,
waterproof recorder, pump, repair kit, camera, lights, charging device, scuba gear, first-aid kit, my
lighter—I find she knows fire, which her people accomplish by twirling hardwood sticks—and al, down
to the binoculars, which charm her, and the harpoons, which turn her very sober.

"Youkill much."

"Only for food, like you. Or to save my life.”

"But thisisso big."

"Waell, | might be attacked by something big, like the crab. Y ou killed it, you know. Without clawsit
will die of garvation.”

"Oh, no! It will eat agae. And the clawswill grow again. We use them like that to pull building
supplies.” Image of abig crab with aharness hooked on its carapace, hauling aladen travois. "When they
get dangerous, we chase them back to sea.”

"Ah"

Some perverse honesty compels me to show her my waterproof laser, which | carry inmy swim
trunks.

"Thisisfor useif | am attacked on land.” | demonstrate on anearby shell. She runsto examinethe
burn.

"It would do thisto flesh?’

"Yes"

"Why, when | camein your boat, you might have done thisto me?

Blue, blue eyes gaze a me, horrified.

"Not unlessyou atacked me so vicioudy that my life wasin danger.”

"Oh, but could you not feel thewarmth?' She flutters her hand from herself to me and back. | think.
Y es—from thefirst moment, | could. Damn it.

"Well! You are strange.” Shaking her head, she resumeslugging a battery up the dune. Sheisvery
strong, | notice.

We have found a splendid hollow in the high dunesin which to ride out the ssorm. Somehow nothing
moreissaid about her staying far, far away.

Finaly, we stake my big tarpaulin over the heap of belongings and bring up the boat. | ropeit upside
down to three stout plant roots. The scrub "trees' growing here resemble giant beach gorse and have
great hold-fast roots.

By now, the air is so humid and strange that our voices seem to reverberate on the still beach. And
we can seealevd line of white cloud rising up at us from the horizon, growing against the upper wind.



Under itisatinge of darkness, thefirst sight of the squall-line. And in the far distance beyond towers pale
cumulus. It lookslike awhole fronta system coming on us. Will the wegather change?

"Y ou may grow cold here, Kamir."

"Oh, | anused to that.”

"Y ou could put on my wetsuit." (What, and leave me naked? | am mad.)

"No, when we cover our skins, we grow too thirsty."

Aha, | was right about the osmotic protection in the skin. Perfect adaptation.

"Well, if it turns cold, we can dways make afire. Let's gather some of these heavy stalks and stems.”

When dl isready, we st on the dune-top, swinging our legs and eating our respective provisions,
watching the squdl linerise until it dividesthe visbleworld. On our side dl is till and sunny and hot; we
are caught in an eerie stasis. A kind of water anima | haven't seen before paddles about in the bay,
followed by aline of smal ones.

"Jurros," Kamir observes. "They are very tame. Only the big fish bother them.”

| wonder about those "big fish." Arethey shark-like? But in response to my query Kamir only laughs.

"Oh, you pop them on the nose. They run away."

Wi, | have heard people say that about white sharks. | resolve to watch out for any "big fish."

The sormiscloser and closer, but ill nothing stirs around us. Half the sky is shuttered with black
roiling cloud, yet hereit isimpossibly bright and cam. The barometer must be faling through the deck; it
issuddenly alittle hard to bresthe. | check it; yes, it's at the lowest point I've seenit. Thisisgoing to be
ferocious.

Wewatch quietly, gripped by the drama of the scene. The water-animal has now disappeared.

Jugt asit seemsthat nothing will ever happen, ashudder runs through the world. Still in total cam, the
seawrinklesitsaf like the skin of agreat beast. A tiny puff of cool wind liftsour hair. And afew big
drops of rain, or perhaps hailstones, plop into the surface of the water and onto the beach.

And then, with arush and a bellow, the storm hits.

In amoment the flat water has reared itsdlf into athousand billows two meters high, running unbroken
from shore to shore. The breeze becomes a blast of wind againgt us. Inthelast rays of sunlight, amillion
gpecks of diamond flash from the waves into darkness. And then the sun is eclipsed by cloud, the world
istwilight-dark.

Eerily, the papyrus plants all bend over with awhipping sound before we fed the wind that bent them.
And then it hits, and the boat bangs up and down asif it will tear from the earth.

We scramble back from the dune-top and get under cover of the boat, holding it down over our
heads. Then the sky opens, and tons of water dump on us, drumming intolerably on the boat. | am sureit
ishail that will tear the boat, but when | stick out ahand, it isnot. Theworld isin uproar around us.

Kamir isgoing excitedly "Whoo! Whee!"—I can barely hear her over the storm, but | can see her
eyesflashing bluefire and her little back fin standing straight up.

"Thisisnot boring?"' | yell.

"No!" Laughing, grinning with excitemen.

"But—" | begin and am drowned out by a crack! of lightning, and thunder like agigantic bolt of
tearing silk. Then the cracks and flashes and roars and rumbles are all about us. The strikes seem to be
hitting the beach and the dunes. | see Kamir'sfin suddenly clamp itself into her back, and her laughter
changesto asqued. | redlize she hasn't seen, or hasforgotten, the lightning part of a storm. She hangson
to my arm, quaking as each balt hits. And then, somehow, sheisin my arm, her face pressed againgt my
chest, while | hang on to the boat for dear life with the other arm.

"It won't hit us, the boat will stopit,” | howl &t her.

Water is coursing down the sides of the hollow we are in. Down below, the beach has disappeared
under awilderness of snister yellow-gray bregkersthat are striking and tearing against the dunes, and
throwing spray to mingle with therain on us.



But by degrees, the wind changes from awild whirl to asteady blow, driving therain acrossus, and |
am ableto release my aching arm and rope the boat more securely.

That was, | think, my last chance to escape.

But | do not takeit. That arm joins the other around the dender quivering Kamir, and she clamps her
whole body against me. For warmth.

Her back iscold. | rubit to warm her, cannot resst fingering the pretty little fin, which makes her
giggle. | rub, stroke, but the coolness seemsto bein her skin. It fedsthick, a pale green velour over soft
curves. | try to concentrate on itsinterest, its prevention of dehydration. Yes, | seethere aretiny pores,
but how they function isbeyond me. | am stroking rhythmicaly now, unable to keep from enjoying the
exquisite forms of her back and flanks.

And oh! Warmth comes, but not the warmth | wanted. Her shivers have turned into unmistakable,
sinuous wiggles under my hand. She iswhispering something, her free hand feding for my swim trunks.
And, gods! Her silken loincloth seemsto have come undone... Tom Jared, what are you doing? Stop
now, you fool. Thisisno girl, but agrown aien—agod-logt fish!

Thereisno stopping. | have only time to glimpse what seemsto be an organ on the front of her lower
belly, a solid mounded track running up to her navel, like anewly-healed scar. My body has taken me
over, relieved me of the cold swim trunks, and islonging to pressinto her.

Only, where? Her crotch is as smooth as an armpit. | can only lay myself dongside the "scar” and
sgueeze our bodiestogether. "Yes" she says, "Oh yes" Thereisafeding of clasping.

From there on | don't know exactly what happens. It isn't Human, but exciting beyond words, and
findly, somehow, fulfilling. And a its height, atremendous lightning bolt hitsthe beach. ..

Much later, | come back to consciousness. Therainisgill drumming on our shelter, but the wind has
abated somewhat, and the waves aren't quite so fierce. More water has drained into our hollow; we are
lyinginapuddle.

Kamir isasprawl, haf under me and wholly wet. For amoment | fear | have hurt her. But sheisonly
deeply adeep.

And |—I have broken Rule One, and the sky will fall on me. And | do not care.

"Kamir? Kamir?'

Answering smile, long, dow, and beautiful. Lazily the big eyes open their sea-blue poals.

"Areyou dl right, my dear?"

"Umm..." Seepy, obvioudy asfulfilled asl. Her lipsmove.

"What?'

"Never..."

"Never what?"

"| thought—never would | know—ONh, you have been sent from the skiesto rescue me."

Wild bells of warning—new ones—ring in my head. Does she assume | will stay here with her? Oh
gods—I hitterly reproach my offending body, my weakness. But looking at her lying there, the mere
thought of leaving givesmeapang. Canit bethat | truly lovethislittle alien? Oh godsl How wise arethe
Federation regdl

"L et me get you out of thiswater."

"Why?It'scomfortable..." Asif daring greetly, she puts her hands up to my cheeks, the dainty wrist
frillsquivering.

"Tdl me, 'Om Jnared: Do | still seem beautiful to you?!

"Yes... Oh, yes! But why do you ask? Don't you know you are beautiful ?*

"But | am ugly, everybody knowsthat. My people say | am so ugly it isgood when | leave!™

"No!" | protest. "But to me, and to the eyes of al my people, you would be considered wonderfully
lovey."

"Ahhh..." She givesme an adoring look and asmile and next moment isfast adeep again, like achild.



My mermaid.

There seems nothing better to do. | follow suit.
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Wewake in darkness. Thewind has died, and the three little moons are rising, showing asky of
racing cloud fragments.

"Hungry!" exdaimsKamir, grinning.

"I too."

And werise from our puddie and go up to sit on the dune top, now scoured amogt flat by the gale.
Below usthe beach isemerging from thewaves. It is chilly; afire ssemsgood, so | bring up the dry stuff
we had collected and soon have acomfortablelittle blaze.

Sheisfascinated by my lighter. Soon she has satisfied hersdlf that it uses the principle of friction, too,
like her people—but what isit made of ? What isthis stuff, "meta"? Rock, cord, and shell arethe
hardest substances she knows.

So the evening starts, unexpectedly, with alecture on metdlurgy. Oh, if | could only find deposits of
something, iron, copper, slver, tin! | rack my memory, can only remember something about manganese
globules on the seafloor—or isit magnesum? There must be some metd available to these people, if only
| could tell them what to look for. | dream of precipitating them into an Iron Age before—before | go. |
wince.

Astomy pladtic gear, | can only describe to her agross oversmplification of petrochemicals and
polymers. She shakes her head worriedly.

"So much! Y ou have so much... But do you have music?

| fish in my recorder pack and come up with alovely piece by Borgnini.

"Ligten. Thisreminds me of you." Which it does, especidly the flute solos.

She cocks her head at the first notes. Then, seeing me lie back, she flops down with her head on my
somach to ligten. | am diverted by the shining red sk of her pseudo-hair.

"Oh!" sheexclamsonceor twice. "Ah!" | think shelikesit.

When the piece has drawn to itsravishing finde, she turnsto me with glowing eyes. "Oh, you have
beautiful music! | never—we never heard such sounds. But no voices?'

"Not inthisone. They arewhat we cal musical insruments.”

"We must make some," she says determinedly. ™Y ou will show us how. Now, more!" She leans back
agan.

"I havent much in thislittle box. But hereisanother from my homeand.” | give her Brahmss Quintet
for ClainetinE.

And s0 the evening passes... | am impossibly happy.

Before retiring, we drag the boat up to the top to deep on, and spread out her loincloth to dry. It's
more complex than it looks, with four small pockets. The fishnet goesin one. | concentrate on thisto
avoid looking at her body.

"Y ou shall wear thisnow," she says shyly, patting the cloth.

"Me?Ohno."

"Yes Itisright.”

"Why, what does the loincloth mean?”

"Well, first they mean that we areripe. All my age-group are wearing cloths now. When al are ready,
they go out to sea, to explore and to meet each other. When'"—I think she says—"when a coupleforms,
they exchange clothes and return o, to let everybody know they are together. Of course | went out
aone, thisway where nobody will come, because | knew nobody would want me. | expected nothing.
And I found you! Oh—"

In an exuberance of love, she pounces on me, and before | can protest, rolls me off the boat and
around in the sand, nuzzling and kissng me. Strong little mermaid!



| catch her and roll her back and we play like puppies.

When we are both gasping with laughter, naked and sandy, wefdl into each other'sarmsand let
nature have her will. Blissfully, there are no insects here. We fal adegp once more, enmeshed in love.

Only, just as| am drifting off, | catch her whisper.

"'Om Jhared?'

v

"Youwill, wont you?'

"Will whet?"

"Carefor them. Youwill?"

"Them? What?" | force mysdlf awake.

"Our babies.

Oh, gods.

"Kamir," | say gently, "I hope thiswill not make you sad, but there won't be any babies. Our physica
beings, our bodies are too different.”

Shefrowns. "Y ou don't think there will be babies?'

"No. I'm sorry."

"Well," she says, with areturn of her old mischief, "I think differently!" And she lays one hand on her
abdomen, smiling, and lies back.

Sodo |, but not restfully. It has occurred to me that some Terran mammals, like rabbits, will give birth
parthenogeneticdly if stimulated by saline water. What if, gods, what if sheisright, and some mongter is
born?

"'Om Jhared?'

v

"Evenif there are no babies, asyou say, you will at least stay until | die?"

Oh, no—does she mean, spend my life with her? Gods, what have | done?"Oh my desar, do not talk
of dying. Not now."

"Yes'" shesaysmusingly, "maybeyou areright. But | think of it."

And | can fed adark shadow on her mind.

"But why think of it? Please don't, my dear.”

"Why? Because it comes so soon. Do you not know? Thisismy last season in theworld now."

"Oh, Kamir. What'swrong? What'swrong?' | am bending over her, afraid of | know not what. "Tell
ma"

"Why, because we love. Because | love with you. Isit not so with you?'

"Kamir, | don't know what you're saying. What iswrong?"

"Nothing iswrong. When you love, you die. The woman dies. The man lives, to feed the babies. Isit
not so?'

"No! No! Inmy race, the femaleslivelong, whether or not they love. Longer than the men, often. Do
you mean you expect to die because we made love?'

"Why, yes. Wedl do. Only | feared | would live forever, alone."

"Good gods... But | am sure you won't have a baby, Kamir. We are too different. Like a—acrab
and afish, they can't have young together."

"And you arethe crab?' She laughs playfully. "But no, perhapsyou are right. We won't think of it.
Thisisour happy time."

She snuggles down closer in the hammocky boat. " Sleep well, dear ‘'Om Jhared. Seep well.”

"Sespwdl, my darling.”

| lie deepless, incredulous.

What horrible wrong have | committed in my sdifish lus? Eveniif | cal it "love" it led meterribly



adray.

Thelittle beach-lifeistuning up its night song, but I am in no mood to appreciateit. A million
unanswered questions are revolving in my head like rolls of barbed wire. What is this murderous process
she believeswill kill her? There must be away to stopit. It can't be biological, the species wouldn't
survive. Perhaps the peoplein the village make some lethd potion or charm they give the women. | could
stop her taking it. Maybe they acquiesce in their deaths, by stopping eating, or something of that sort. |
could stop that, too. There must be away—I must stop it.

Eventudly fatigue takes me and | lose consciousness, to dream of aterrifying great crab taking Kamir.
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The morning iswashed clean and clear, the barometer is high. Kamir gets up and announces she will
go to thereef for fresh fish. | get out my scuba gear and prepare to go with her; | don't want usto be
parted.

Sheisdill nude, and as she stands, stretching luxurioudy in the morning sun, | make myself ingpect
her.

Sheisaradiant figure, paest of green-whitesin the golden sun, with that mop of fiery "hair." A faint
flush suffuses her cheeks and lips and touches her body here and there. Thereis no other hair-like stuff
on her; sheisas smooth asamarble statue. Only, on her lower abdomen, thereisthisvertica thick welt |
had glimpsed, like an old cicatrice. | seeit iscomposed of two long lips, tightly appressed. Evidently their
opening discloses the softness | had found. Closed, it isonly akeloid-like ridge.

| find 1, too, am being inspected. After amoment she comes close and touches me. Involuntarily |
react, and she draws back, laughing and shaking her head.

"So different!” she says. Then, "Show me apicture of your women."

But | find | can barely summon up an adequate image of aHuman femae, so much hasthislittle
mermaid obsessed me. When | do, it seems, well, messy and strange.

"Hmm," shesays. "So dl areugly, likeme!"

"What isthis'ugly'?" | am becoming exasperated. "What about you is supposed to be ugly?!

"Why, | am so"thin and bony, all over.” She puffs out her cheeks and with her hands sketches over
hersdf the outlines of avery fat woman. "I should belikethis! Then you livelong enough to help. Oh, but
| see you don't want me to say that. Let'sgo to the sea.”

So we run down the dunes and splash out until | have to stop to put on my gear. It al amuses her
vadly. When | submerge, shecirclesme, swift asafish, with her flared-out gills. | have trouble making
her take my needs serioudy; shetriesto dip my mask off for akiss, and | have to surface and explain
that if she wishesto keep her lover, she must alow him to breathe. She sobers quickly, catching my
serious feding-tone, and after that we have no more trouble.

It is enchanting, down below, watching her herd little reef fish into her net. And [, too, sorrow when
we come out and haveto kill them.

| haveanidea

"Kamir, have you ever looked at yourself?*

"Ohyes. Mayrua keeps apolished shell. And sometimes, in very sill water.”

"Look." And | root out my little mirror. "Now you will see beauty."

Shelovesit, turning it to catch me, too. But she cannot resst trying to make a"fat" face.

| try to convince her, tracing my fingers over her delicate festures. But she only hugs me.

"1 may keep this? No one has seen anything likeit.”

"Certanly.”

That reminds me. While sheistucking away the mirror, | try to ask her what her people call
themsalves. It'sthe same old Situation, they are only "the people,” or "us." Her particular settlement is"the
Soulsof Ema," after some legendary father, and a neighboring group isthe " Souls of Aeyor,” for a
woman who made an extraordinary trip.



"But we must have aname for you. Y ou don't want to let outsiders name you something like 'Homo
Wettenss?' (Or, gods forbid, Homo Pforzheimerana.)

"Homo Wettenss?' shemimics, giggling. "Why?"

So | haveto explain about her world being called "Wet." That sends her off into paroxysms of
laughter. But then she sobers. "Mnerrin.”

"What?"

"An old word that means 'wet,' or'the wet ones." Would that not do?"

"Why yes, if your people agree. Mnerrin isquitefine”

"Oh, they won't mind. Very well; your Mnerrin asks, what shall we do today?'

"Well, would you like to explore inland? Or shal we look for some idands you haven't visited?|
thought we might go in my boat, it will just take two."

She clagps her hands like addighted child. "1'd love that!

Y es, there are idands there'—she points north—"that haven't been seen for lifetimes.”

"Let'sgo seel”

So we launch and repack the boat, and set off. Sheis much pleased with our speed, only once or
twice she puts her hands over her ears asif the motor's hum bothers her.

"How fast doesit go?"

| show her, but she soon covers her earsand cries, "Sow, dower, please—I can't see anything!” |
redlize that she has been mostly peering down into the water, while my eyes are on the seaand sky.

"Look, thereisabig fish."

| see amoving shadow of enormous size, perhaps three meters. And before | can protest, Kamir
throws alast morsel of fish overboard. The shadow surfaces—a big tan shape with round eyes. Asit
spotsthefish, along beaked bill breaks the water and clamps down. | get aglimpse of big, sharp
cartilaginousridgesingde.

"That thing could take your arm off!"

"Well, if you let it, maybe. But look!"

To my horror, sherolls overboard. | see aflurry and aswirl and the thing hurriedly departs.

Kamir jumps and flips back in, laughing. " See?| just popped it on the nosg, | told you.”

"Don't ever do that again, my crazy little darling. It frightens mefor you."

Sherolls over and cuddles between my legs, till laughing. "Wéll, your driving this boat frightensme
for you! But thereisour first idand.”

The new idand turns out pectacular, an old volcanic cone with strange tunnels running into the sea,
from former lavatubes. So Kamir must be shown my instant camera, and exclaims over the tininess of
the images. She wantsto deep there, but | detect enough signs of possible activity to make me
discourage this, and toward evening we push on.

The next idand provesto befull of the bird-like creatures. | pick one up—they are perfectly
tame—and fancy | can trace Sgns of its evolutionary course from fish, too.

Next day there are two idands covered with a multitude of flowers, and the day after that, one whose
river and bay teem with bright-colored, harmless sea snakes. And some days later comes a highlight;
somerriver fish are clambering out of water and up in the undergrowth in pursuit of butterflies. And the
next day an oddly barren idand; and the next day, and the next...

| am guiltily awarethat | should be making arecord of al this. But when | get out my recorder and
gart, Kamir is so amused at my solemn tone of voice that we get little work done. My only concession to
practicality isto keep aroute map of our travel; so far it has been due north, so that my little base camp
and the lander—about which | refuse to think—are il Straight south.

We junket on and on over the turquoise sea, Sometimes stopping to dive a barely-submerged coral
reefs that would tear the bottom off alarger boat. And when the spirit moves us, we make love,
sometimesin afit of passon, sometimes gentle as children.



It isthe hgppiest time of my life.

Only, oneday | notice that where Kamir's ssomach had been eegantly flat, it now seemsto have
taken on awomanly curve. | put it down to the extraordinary number of little butterfish she eats, and
forgetit... or try to. The westher ishalcyon beautiful. A few timeswe see stormsin the distance, but they
do not come near.

One very clear night we are camped on a beach like the one on which we met, with asmall estuary
and its group of papyrus-cenyain the center. Kamir finishes the handsome wristband she has been
making for me from thetail of her loincloth, using for needle a splinter diced from a cenya stem.
(Regretfully, she has had to admit that we couldn't comfortably exchange clothes.) In lieu of my trunksl
give her my identity bracelet; it won't do on her wrist because of thefin, but it goes nicely on her dim
ankle.

When she seesthelettering, and | spell out my name, she frowns.

"I think thisis something for Maoul,” she says.

"WhoisMaoul?'

"An old man, very wise. He made some of those land pictures you call 'maps.’ These are something
likethet."

"Yes" | say, surprised. Bright little mermaid!

"And now"—she stretches out with her head on my lap, and hands me the binoculars—"you will tell
me more, please, about those stars.”

Itisatopic we have just broached. | lament my star charts, left back in the lander; it isa perfect night
for viewing, the moons are down for the hour, and the heavens are ariotous sight. | do the best | can; she
isvery keen and rememberswell. Later we drift off to deep, entangled in the binocular strap, with images
of dark nebulaefloating in our heads...

—And then | am suddenly awake. What's happening? All is till; too gill, that's what waked me. All
the night crestures are silent.

Something is on the beach.

I listen hard and catch afaint splashing. Correction, something is coming out of the sea, over by the
river outlet where papyrus-cenya hide the view. The moons arejust rising. | sense Kamir is awake and
ligening, too.

Canit beagiant crab?

But as| form the thought, the last thing | expected in thisworld happens—alight shines out.

It'snot atorch, but abright greenish glow. Then it beginsto blink, rhythmicaly. Sgnads?

"Ahhh," saysKamir. "Wait one moment, my love. | go."

"Kamir, wat—"

But sheis up and racing down the beach, toward the cenyas.

| wait tensdly, raining my ears. Aha—afaint colloquy; of course, | remember, I'll heer little, these
people are tel epaths. Anger rises; who or what daresto intrude on us? Who can it be? | redize | know
o little about Kamir; could this be afather? A lover? A pang of raw jedlousy grips me, the thought that it
might be another woman never enters my besotted mind. And I've forgotten, or never believed, Kamir's
story of being unmarriageable. Can this be a husband, hunting her?

And then abruptly, without my hearing footsteps, they are beside me, two forms blocking out the
moonrise. The stranger istaler and much stouter than Kamir.

"Om Jhared? Thisis Agna, my egg-mate.”

Wheat isshetelling me?1 get theimage of alarge object, which crumbles or splitsto reveal—no, not
objects. babies. Animage of awoman holding two of them.

"Your brother?'

"Yes yed"

Vad relief for me. | remember my manners.



"Greetings, Agna." But wait—has he come to charge me with violating hissster? Gods! No, he
returns my greeting cordialy, adding, "For three days | track Kamir. Now | find her here with you."

"Yes," saysKamir. "Agna, great happiness has come to me. 'Om Jhared is my mate.”

"No!" says Agna, looking a mein astonishment. "But Kamir is So—so—"

| get animage of the unsaid word and push it away. So Kamir was being truthful about her "ugliness.”

"Inmy eyes" | say firmly, "and in the eyes of my peopleif they could see her, Kamir isavery
beautiful woman. Her appearanceis so lovely that | was attracted to her at once. | only hopethat | am
not too ugly, asyou cal it, in your eyes."

"Never!" exclams Kamir loyaly, and adds with moreredism, "He is o strange atogether that 'ugly’
has no meaning. Oh, Agna, couldn't you tell?'Y ou followed atrail of happiness.”

"Yes" Agnanods. "l was puzzled. Well, little sster, the sun of the seas seemsto have smiled on you.
Just when we gave up hope that you would devel op, amate comes from the skies!” He chuckles. "But |
have come to bring you home. And ‘Om Jhared, too, of course, if he will. The season of storms seemsto
have come unusudly early thisyear. We should make the Long Swim now. And one has come from the
Souls of Aeyor with very bad news."

"What news? What has happened? Aeyor isthe campment near us," she reminds me.

"Later, later. You will have many questions, and | was not there when he came. Right now | need a
bit of rest, and tomorrow early we will sart.”

"Oh, you are atease, my solemn brother!" Kamir chides.

| amrather rdieved that some Mnerrin are"solemn’; my little mermaid's unfailing merriment in the face
of danger doesn't strike me asa survivd trait. And | notice again what had felt with Kamir, the sense of
this person's profound civility. And he must be very tired; he gpparently has been svimming for three
days gtraight.

"You have eaten?' | inquire.

"Ohyes"

"Then let us go back to deep, night traveler!™ Kamir laughs, flopping down on our boat bed.

"Right"

Agnas preparations are as Smple as Kamir'swere; he untucks thetail of hisfinely-decorated
loincloth, sitsdown, and spreadsit on the sand to protect hisface and, saying, "Seep well, little Sster.
Sleep well, 'Om Jhared,” he lies back, face to the skies.

"Seepwdl, Agna" we say.

| close my eyes againgt the bright, tricolored moonlight, and hold her closein silence. So our halcyon
time has abruptly cometo an end. | Sgh, sad beyond measure. And what isthis Long Swim Agna spoke
of 71t must be the seasona migration Kamir had told me of; apparently the Mnerrin spend the stormy
months a another idand far to the south. | will, of course, go with them, somehow. Tomorrow | must
calculate my batteries; perhaps | will haveto return to the lander for recharge on theway...

My last thought, as deep takes me, isthe inflexible vaue they seem to place on what they cdll
persond beauty. It isadmost tangible to them—yet Agnawas willing to accept my relative viewpoint.
Civilized'...

The nightly chorusistuning up again, the threelittle moonsride high. What will the morrow bring?
No—the day after; Agna estimated we were about two days travel away inadtraight line... Out of the
darkness comes adeepy chuckle: Agnaislaughing in hisdeep. Kamir answers with an unconscious
grunt, and | go to deep.

???

Thetripisdreamlike. Again | am struck by Mnerrin smplicity: next morning, after aquick breskfast
and a pause to help me set a compass heading, Agnasimply wades into the water and starts swimming.
Through the pass, he turns due east, while Kamir and | pack up my gear and launch the boat.

It takes usasurprisingly long time to catch him up—those pae flashing arms redlly cover the distance,



and he swimsin aknife-straight line. Kamir has shown me how her red "hair" works as a direction-finder
inthe sea. Still it seems strange to find alone swvimmer heading so confidently with no land in sight. | wish
| could take him on board, but the dinghy only holds two.

We match our pace to his and settle down, deepy in the bamy air. Kamir, too, is saddened by the
end of our happy days. But presently sheisrestless.

"'Om Jhared?'

"Wha isit, darling?'

"If you would not be too aone, | want to swim for atimewith Agna. | need exercise, and I'd like to
seemoreinthesea”

"Il missyou, my darling. But if you want to, go."

So she tumbles overboard, and after that we go through regular exchanges, with Agnataking arest
now and then. Aswe follow Kamir, | think of how my little mermaid must have been before we met—a
small person swvimming aonein the wide seas. She had seen thefires of the lander's retro-rockets, shed
told me, and cometo investigate. Fearlesslittle mermaid!

Agna provesto be pleasant company, with an inquiring and thoughtful mind. Like hissister, he hasred
"hair" and blue eyes, though his crest isdarker and his eyeslighter than hers. His features would have
been handsome had they not been so larded with fat.

Following my theory of the ultimately utilitarian base for Sandards of beauty, | ask himif the
plumpness they value so has any purpose.

"Doesit serveto warm you in cold water?'

"Oh, perhgps. But certainly it meanslong life.”

"Long life? How do you mean?'

"For the femde, after bearing young. And for the mae, too. It hepswith the feeding time. See me; |
have just finished feeding five young, so | am thin. But | could not have fed my babies so well, had | been
thisthin at the sart.”

Complexities. | redize | have spent my time enjoying mysalf with Kamir instead of collecting deta. Y et
somehow | am unwilling to pursue the matter now, and am grateful when he says, reflectively: "Yes, | see
what you mean. We have never thought of it like that—interesting! And thus you must have a different
system, in which fat plays no part?'

"Y es, we do, although I'm not sure of the details of yours. But we regard fat as unhealthy. For us, fat
seemsto threaten short life.”

His eyes sparkle with interest.

"So! How fascinating. Y es, agood theory! But look, thereis our dinner. Kamir!"

Without pausing, she shouts back over her shoulder, "I seeit! Do you think | am adeep?’

"A redf, thick with emalu” Agnaexplainsto me. "A pity we cannot bring some back for the people, it
isddicious”

"Wecould pileitintheboat,” | suggest, hoping that "emdu isnot, say, aginging jelyfish.

"No; it wouldn't keep,” Agna says regretfully, and dives overboard.

Kamir, too, has submerged.

They come up with handfuls of a golden, anemone-like fuzz, which they devour like Human children
into cotton candy. Emau s, it seems, afabuloustreet. | get out my food-bars.

And itisfabulous, dining there on the seawith apair of merpeople. At the moment, noland a dl is
yet in sight. | somehow hadn't redlized, when Agna spoke of atwo-day journey, that he meant two days
and anight of smply swimming and deeping on the open sea. Well, I'll be comfortablein the boat, and
the weather seems settled. How will they do? I'm aware that there are amillion questions | should be
asking. But somehow it isdifficult, conversing with two heads bobbing about on the ocean. Thetruthis,
I'm unwilling to bresk the spell.

Their dinner over, Agnastarts off again, and they swim till darkness. Agnacalsfor a conference and



pullsout hislight, which provesto beasmall bundle of alichen-like plant.

"Fish cometothis" he explainsto me. "I haveto keep it in adark pocket or I'd get no deep! Tell me,
little Sster, do you wish to continue? | could lead with thislight. But we have made good distance; | can
fed home strongly. And thereis areef just ahead where we could have fresh breskfast.”

"| fed it, too," says Kamir, who has been swimming with him. "I think we should stay here. | didn't get
enough deep last night, thanksto you.” Shelaughs.

"Very wdl." Agnarepockets hislight and swimsto atactful distance. "Good night, little Sster. Good
night, "Omjhared.”

"Good night," we cdl as Kamir climbs on board to join me.

We dretch out in the little boat and |et the wavelets rock usto love and deep.

But toward morning, Kamir nudges me awake. It's bright moonlight.

"Dear 'Om Jhared—I want to go in the seanow. To have alast deep in the sea. Do you mind?”*

"Yes, | mind. But go ahead, darling. Only don't go too far away."

"l won't. Oh, my sweet darling, my mate-from-the-stardl" And with ahug and akiss she has goneinto
the deep water. | shudder with unknown fear. But she Smply says good night again and turns over, gills
open, to deep inthe sea. | see Agnas dark head floating, only afew yards away. Evidently thereisno
current here. | relax and try for deep but it does not come. Theimage of my little mermaid dipping avay
from me into darkness haunts my mind. | watch her until the moons go down and | can no longer see.
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Next morning we awaken dill together, and the Mnerrin dive for their morning med. Studying the
horizon, | see, Sraight ahead, the kind of long, low cloud that means land. But the Mnerrin are scarcely
interested; their senses had long told them it wasthere.

We set off asbefore. It isagain dreamlike, but hour by hour the cloud grows higher, closer, until my
binoculars show the idand beneath, where the dream must end. Or change. But what awonderful way to
trave, | reflect, watching the two pairs of armsflash rhythmicaly. Living, deeping, egting, at home inthe
sea. For dl their Humanness, they are dso aquatic animds. ..

And | catch them mind-speaking each other asthey go.

"See, Agna—new fish over there. Ydlow, red, black tail... Will you remember it? | have at least
twenty new onesto report.”

"Yes... Theremust be areef ahead,” comes Agnasthought.

| am dmost in atrance state when suddenly the unmistakable sound of voices Snging comes across
thewater. We are arriving. | turn to my glasses and make out that we are coming to alargeriver estuary,
surrounded by alow green swamp of delta, through which thread numerous streamlets. Behind the delta
isthe shore proper, alow bank running up to a plateau on which | can glimpse land vegetation, trees.
And beyond that in turn rises acentrd mountain, green to its summit. A largeidand.

Aswe come closer | seethat the svampy deltaisfull of small huts. And a column of smokeisrising
from before alarger hut in the center. Most of the small ones appear in need of repairs, | see, asif no
longer inuse.

But most important, | see the people.

They aredl on the beach, it seems, strolling or chatting in groups. One sizable group islying down.
And children are playing around them, seemingly al of one age. Babies, too, lie about doing Human-baby
things, or are held in arms. Al eyes are focused upon us; even through the glasses | can catch the gleams
of blue. And | fed the feathery touch of mind-search.

| decide Kamir should arrivein style, so | bring her in the boat and put her up front with apaddle. As
soon aswe get closer | will hoist the motor and paddle her in.

The bay in front of the deltais quite narrow. Agna arrives at the reef and waves meto follow him
through one of the many passes. Kamir iswaving her paddle excitedly.

The mind-search and mind-greetings have become overwheming. My mind-speech has much



improved, so | send aformal greeting to the people, who respond in ababble. Evidently they have no
forma spokesman.

"Whom shall | spesk to, Kamir?"

"Oh, cdl to Maoul. That tall old man, there."

Agnaisdready wading ashore in Maoul's direction; we follow him in. And from there on, the
afternoon isagented pandemonium.

Maoul greets us cordidly, having received Agnas news. But everyone on the beach must receiveit,
too, and share it with others, and everyone must meet me and congratul ate Kamir—uwith varying degrees
of incredulity—and Agna disappearsto go to his mate, who is one of theinvaidslying down.

Finaly hereturnsto direct usto his hut, and I make afool of mysdf splashing through the swamp
carrying my stuff, until someone points out that one walks in the little hard-bottomed rivulets, one of
which, | now see, runs by every hut. By the time we get the boat and the gear up to Agnasterrain, after
demondtrating everything to the crowd, dark isfaling. And Maoul, it appears, haslaid on afeast of
celebration. They have caught alarge fish to roast in cenyaleaves, with various delectable fruits.

"Whoee!" Kamir laughs, plumping down on the boat after our last load. "That wasfiercel Oh,'Om
Jhared, how | wish we were back aone with our idands™

For me, too, the afternoon has been amelee of pae plump genid gentlemen inloincloths, eager
children, ethered invalids opening huge blue eyes at my strangenesses, and endless repetition by mind
and speech.

"Metoo." | hug her. "But what is the bad news Maoul started to explain? | got carried off to be
shown to the ladies. What's the matter with the women, by the way? They're so thin. Emaciated. Have
you had an epidemic?’

"Oh, no!" Kamir laughs. "It'sjust the birthings. Well, Maoul said that one came, wounded, from the
Souls of Aeyor, the next encampment, to say that they had been set upon by terrible gold-skinned
people, who tried to kill—yes, actudly murder—al of them. Some have escaped by going in the
sea—the gold-skinned ones do not swim, it ssems—but the rest were killed. 1sn't that terrible? What
could such people be, how can it happen!”

| am shocked into sobriety. Oh gods, my paradise planet isn't all paradise, it contains otherswho are
killers. Homo Ferox. Unless by chancethisisan invasion of Black Worlders or other mora barbarians
with high technology, out to conquer an attractive world?

But no, Kamir tellsme. They are people of thisworld, only with strange toolsto hurt and kill. And
they have only the crudest mind-speech, and do not go in the water, as she'd said. The man who swam
here—two days, with abad spear cut in his sde—said they had come from somewhere far, far to the
west. "Where legends say we also came from," Kamir adds.

That would bethe small continent Pforzheimer had seen, | figure. Perhapsit is still spawning out new
races of Homo Wettensis, asapart of Old Terraonce did. A dreadful pardld jumpsto my mind; | push
it asde resolutdly.

"Kamir, | have seen such things on other worlds. | must talk with Maoul tonight. If thisiswhat | think,
you arein danger here. These goldskinswill not stop with one encampment.”

"Oh, no... Yes, you must speak with Maoul. And why don't you talk with Elia?"

"Who'sElia?'

"The man who swam here. Heislying in the big hut, ill with hiswound. Maybe you can help him. Oh,
'Om Jhared, | showed your beautiful bracelet"—she pointsto her ankle—"to Maoul. He said they were
pictures of sounds, and we should learn them and make one for everybody. And make a picture of
important things, too. | didn't understand it al but he was very excited.”

Fantastic. So | will end by having these people transcribe their speech into Galactic! | must see more
of Maoul. Ishealone genius, or isthisthelevd of their intelects? Meanwhile, it'sagood ideato talk
withthisElia
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| do talk to Elia, and am not made happy. These goldskins appear to be journeying fromidand to
idand, attacking everything they meet. They crossthe sea by large, ugly war canoes. And they have lost
their flock, or herd of somekind of land animdl, so that they're hungry.

"How did you learn dl this?' | ask Elia. "I hid two days, watching and listening, until | was ableto
travel," he answers. "Man-from-the-skies, | thank you for your medicines. The people here have been
very kind, they even made asong in my honor. But therdlief from pain is better ill!"

"And | think that will end theinfection,” | tell him, putting away the universa antibiotic the spacersgive
us

Thefeast that night isheld in front of the hut in which Elialies, where| had seen the cookfire; it isthe
only bit of hard ground in the swampy ddlta. All isvery informa—we smply sit about on tussocks of
grass, and the children pass us succulent-looking morsels of fish, beside which my food-bars seem very
blesk. Theinvaid women, at whom | will not ook closdly, are helped to small portions of asoup made
by their mates from the fish drippings. And | get my first good look a Mnerrin teenagers, who, like the
children, seem to be al nearly the same age. Asde from the overweight, they are charming, most with
rufous crests, plus afew blonds and brunettes, and al with the blue, blue eyes. As| gt there, the mgority
of the people are looking curiously at me between bites, and the impression made by those eyesis very
griking. From dark to pale, from aguamarineto lapislazuli to sapphireto crystd blue, dl, dl are asblue
asif they carried abit of the shining seawithin their heads—as perhaps they do.

| think of arace whose eye color we will never know, and it motivates me to tackle Maoul. But first |
must settle one question.

"Maoul, how doesit happen that you are eating this large fish? Kamir gave me the idea that you do
not kill, except the brainless little butterfish, and even those reluctantly ?*

He becomes grave. "It was perhaps very wrong of us, 'Om Jhared,” he admits. "But thisfellow here
was a so egting our butterfish. And he began tearing our nets. All over the reef. He harassed us until
Pamir hit him too hard on the snout. We call him omnar—and legend has it that omnars are very good to
eat. And soit'sproving!" He laughs—that universa Mnerrin laugh that seemsto expressthe purest of
happiness.

"Well, that makes my task easier. For | must explain that you have encountered another omnar—a
land omnar, who will not stop with your nets, but will kill and perhaps eat everything, including you."

"Y ou mean... thegoldskins?' he asks dubioudly.

"Yes, | do. The point isthis. Y ou and your people are very different from the great mgjority of races.
Inmy life of traveling and learning of travels, | have never encountered arace who so hated killing. You
have not even the words for what is the daily occupation of many peoples—war, aggression, fighting,
invasion, attack. Here, let me show you." And | sent out horribleimages, to him and the other men who
were leaning to hear. | saw their faces change.

"How unspeskablel" Maoul exclamswith loathing. The othersjoined him. "Why do you show us
suchthings?'

"Because you arein danger. |, too, hate what | have just shown, and so do most of my race. | thought
| had come to the happiest world in the Galaxy when | found you. But now we must face the fact that
you are not done, that thereis another people here, crud and aggressive, who have found you. And they
won't stop until they have attacked you and taken over your nesting Site here.”

"But thereis plenty of room in the world. Why should they come here?’

"Y es. But people like that do not seeit so. They want all. And maybe they want daves—peopleto
carry their burdenswhen they travel on land, or to paddle their canoesin the sea. Or they may want you
who go in the seato catch fish for them.”

Maoul laughs. "'If they make usgo in the sea, we will leave.

"Not if they hold your children. Oh, they have terrible ways of forcing you to do their will."

"Hmm... Y ou seem to know much about this." Maoul eyes me with atrace of dubiety.

"Y es, unfortunately. | told you, you are the only people | have met in alifetime of traveling who are



free of aggression.”

Maoul ponders. "Well, it seems we must |leave here and find another nesting place. But our women
dill live, yet are too wesk to travel .

"Would you just give up your hometo theseintruders?'

"What €lse can we do?'

"Y ou can fight. | can show you how. It means changing your way of lifefor atime, but that has been
changed anyway.

Wherever you fleeto, these predatory goldskinswill find you again.”

"How can we—wheét did you cal it—fight?"

"What did they attack with? Spears—which are long sharp staves—or perhaps arrows shot from a
bow?Likethis?' I mimic shooting.

He shakes hishead. "The, ah, spears, | think. And—" Helowers hiseyes asif to shut out somevision
too sickening to look at. "They came aso with fire, Eliasays." Maoul's voice dropsto awhisper. "They
burned huts—some with babies ill in them.”

"Oh gods. My friend, | am so sorry thisevil thing has cometo you. | believed | had found aworld of
peece, the most beautiful thing in the universe.”

"What is peace?'

"What you have. How you live. No fighting. No killing. Harmony... When | leave, I'm going to
petition the Federation to save you, to exterminate these gold-skinned aggressors.”

"Oh no. That would be evil. Thisisther world, too."

"But they are destroying thisworld. .. Maoul, when these goldskins come, you people will belike
helplessinfants before them. And they will come before you depart—they might be on ustonight, and
you don't even have watchers out. Will you let me train the men in some self-defense so they may at least
protect their women and children? And will you let me organize awatch? We have aword for such a
leader and trainer of armed men: a'generd.’ Will you let me be your generd for this purpose done?”

Maoul's blue eyes bore into mine, | can fed hismind searching me. And tendrils of mind-search come
from the other men. | open to them, show them all I am. They must be right about this, sure of their
choice.

"Very wdl, 'Om Jhared,” Maoul says after abusy slence. "Y ou have convinced me that we do face
sometrouble.” The others nod. "Wewill cal acouncil and you will show them such imagesasyou
showed me, and be our generd.”

"Gladly," | say, wondering &t the sametimewhat | have let mysdlf infor. To transform a profoundly
pacific people into adefenseforcein afew days? Obvioudy it can't be done.

But anything would be better than their present hel plessness. | must try.

Maoul is pointing to my wrist. "Now thereis another matter.” He smiles. "Kamir."

She has been beside us, listening intently.

"We see you have, againg dl hope, found amate," Maoul continues. "Our congratulations.” He puts
an arm around her, kisses her cheek. She amilesradiantly—my little mermaid bride.

"And you, 'Om Jhared, strangely are the father; father-from-the-skies. But Agna says you know
nothing of caring for young babies.”

"l did not think there could be young. We are so different—"

Maoul islaughing wholeheartedly. He places both hands dong Kamir'sbelly so | can see. And | can
no longer deude myself—it isthe belly of a pregnant woman.

"Oh godsl Have | done something evil ?*

"l helped you," says Kamir smugly.

"No," says Maoul, suddenly grave. "How can babies be evil ? They are the consummation we dl long
for. But how will you care for them?What will you do? 1 fear Kamir will not be much help.”

Agna speaks up from where he had been stting beside an invalid woman. "1 have been thinking of



this, Maoul. They can of course have my hut and birthing-place—I will replace its roof, tomorrow. And |
will help him feed them until we start on the Long Swim. Then maybe Donniahere—" Heturnsto a
plump young Mnerrin who has been standing by us, his attention divided between Agnaand me. "Donnia
isaso our egg-fellow," he tells me, meaning, brother to himsaf and Kamir.

"Yes" says Donnia. "Brother and sgter, | will hep. My mate—" he bows his head briefly "—has
aready gone. And you can seethat | am far from drained.”

"Hisbabiesdid not live," Kamir whispersto me.

"Y our sorrow ismy sorrow,” | say formally. "l—we thank you deeply for your help. Asl sad, | had
not believed that two such different people could have young. And | don't know what may come; the
results may be bad. But surely we need your help.”

"Good, thenit is settled,” saysMaoul. "Tell us, 'Om Jhared, why did you cometo our world?"

"Tores," | tell them. "l wasvery tired after along task, and your world looked so beautiful .

"And now you have another task," the old man smiled.

"Two tasks" | remind him. "Tomorrow | start teaching you how to defend yoursalves againgt these
goldskins. For tonight 1 will just say this. Remember, the eruption of these peopleisgoing to change dl
your lives, for atime a least. And you are going to have to prepare yourselves to hurt, to harm, to kill,
other human beings, who seek to kill you. Think on that."

Looking and searching about, | see that my speech evoked mainly puzzlement. Gods, what havel
undertaken? | must plan...
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At Maoul's council next day, | seethat the children and many of the teenagers are absent. Maoul says

that he thought such planswere not for children.

"To the contrary, it isimportant that they learn. They will have partsto play, and this problem may be
with them dl their lives." So they are brought, down to the smallest, who stare a me with huge blue eyes,
50 much like plump little Human kids, despite their straight-up smdll fins.

| start by repesting what | had told Maoul, and showing them images of war and of the goldskin's
probable attack. They respond, as I'd expected, with horror and the suggestion that they at once go
someplace dse. | try to convince them that mere flight is usdess, that the goldskinswill pursue them, and
that they may well attack before they are prepared to move.

"Y ou would be smply laying this upon your children, and upon your children's children, if you fail to
solveit now."

The mention of children turnstheir minds. These people are amazingly tied to their young—all of
them, even the young boys, place grest value upon babies, | find. Perhaps because, | have noticed, they
have relatively few compared with the other hominid races| know. | make amenta noteto find out if the
goldskin people are faster breeders.

| then outline my plan.

"When the goldskins attack us here, they will have learned from their last attack that you will seek to
escape to the sea. So they will make sure to seize the beaches quickly, maybe even sending a separate
party around the shore. If you attempit to flee that way, they will catch you easily. But tell me, that
river"—I point to theline of papyrus plants marking the main siream to the estuary—"does it have a deep
channdl in the center al the way to the sea? Y es? Good. Then instead of going to the beach, you will
makefor theriver. The problem isto defend yoursel ves and the women and children until you can dl get
there. Oneway isfor the men to form acircle, with shields and spears on the outside, in which the
children and weak ones can shdlter. The goldskinswill think you are making afina stand, and indeed,
you can hold them off until al are assembled. But then you head for theriver here, dl in agroup. That
way you will fare much better than if you bresk and run individualy; those who try that would be easily
run down and killed." I show them animage.

The idea apped sto them, perhaps because of its symmetry.

"But the circleis no good unless we have shields and spears, and also warning of the goldskins



approach. So the firgt things we must do are make weapons, and set out a guard. The seasoned wood in
these unused huts will do for spears. Every man shdl make his own—I will show you how—and his
shield. | have a spear-proof cloth, my tarpaulin, which we can cut up for shield covers. For thewatch, |
need volunteers among the boys with the best mind-hearing, four for the shore and four for the beach.
And an older boy who will supervisethem.”

So | proceed to organize awatch, and aweapons sergeant. When | ask for something that would
make a tremendous noise, they produce conch shells for the watchersto blow. And then | ask for a
volunteer or two to go down the coast and keep watch on the goldskins encampment at the lost village
of the Souls of Aeyor.

A man named Falca speaks up. "It ismy misfortune that I cannot mind-speak well. But | hear well.
So | will go and watch and listen. And maybe my young friend Kimra, who swims so fast, will comewith
me to bring word back if need be?"

Kimra, ardatively dender lad, jumps up with shining eyes. "Oh yes, Falcal Let us sart now!"

| see that my message has been far more keenly received by the younger Mnerrin. So their pacifismis
not some innate predispogtion, but amatter of culture, of training. What carefully-wrought beauty | am
destroying!

But | push the thought aside and proceed to set out our first watch shift, telling their sergeant to be
sure to check on them at random, unpredictable times. And then | tear out suitable wood from a
storm-wrecked hut, and give ademonstration of spear making. Strong knives are the bottleneck; their
shell knivesaretoo frail. | ransack my gear for extraknives and end by using my laser to prepare a
supply of rough staves. Asthefirst spears shape up in the hands of my future "warriors,” 1 find another
problem: | must dissuade them from weakening the spears by making handsome dim places for
hand-holds, and wasting time on ornament and polish.

"| seethat being agenerd iscomplicated,” Maoul observeswith asmile.

"Oh, it'san old, sad story... But | have never met a people who were so far from war. | grestly fear
for you."

That night about third moon | waken in Kamir's embrace and go as stedlthily as | can to surprise our
lookouts. | find, as| expected, two of them fast adeep. | rouse them roughly and give them alecture on
the sacredness of guard duty. The younger boy isnearly crying, but | ignoreit—with difficulty. Hiseyes
are so much like Kamir's. During the early morning | get the sergeant of the watch to repest the same
trick on the next shift.
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Next day | vary the menu by arranging adrill. | get al the boys and girlsto impersonate goldskins,
and have them come down the coast onto the lookouts, who respond enthusiagtically with horrific
conch-blasts. The men come out of their huts and uncertainly form aloose circle near theriverside, into
which the women, carrying babies, feebly come, and the smaller children. | see that some of my
least-promising "warriors' will have to be spared to help the women take shelter and sort them out.

My remaining corps of potentia fighters, while overweight, looks more promising. Like many fat men,
they arelight on their feet and supple, and like al Mnerrin, very strong. | explain how wewill usethe
shields, held dternately high and low, and briefly impersonate a goldskin—whom | have as yet never
seen—in coming at them. They tremble and make way, and | harangue them like adrill sergeant on the
need to hold their places and protect the children behind. After | have harassed them into tightening to a
respectable defense, we practice moving al together to the river and forming a corridor to protect the
women and children going in thewater. Theideaof protection is, | find, the best spur.

Then we turn to shield making; awicker frame covered with a piece of my best tarp held on with
spacer's glue makes a pretty spear-proof defense, even if—which | can't find out—the goldskins have
meta spear points. Againgt mere fire-hardened wood it isimpressive, and gives my warriors confidence.
They are not cowardly, but merely totally unused to the idea of war itself, of hurting and being hurt.

This becomes clear when we go on to practice actua combat. | sacrifice one of my two canvas ditty



bags, Suff it with sand and moss, and hang it up to give them atarget to thrust at. It isvery hard to get
them even to pierce the"skin." When | tell them to hit me, to make mefall down, their blows are mere
taps. In desperation | pretend to fal; my assailant looks horrified, though | jump up and congratulate him.

But then comes assstance of adreadful kind.

Y oung Kimra, who had been spying on the goldskins with Falca, comes swvimming in one afternoon,
broadcasting for attention. We gather round him as he wades ashore.

"The goldmen are definitely preparing for something,” hetellsus. "They have been holding
conferences. Falcatold meto tell you that. And—" he pauses. "We have seen severd of the men they
took prisoner. The golds have cut off their crests. Shaved them bald.” He sends usthe images.

"Now they can never escape," Maoul groans. But that did not seem to be dl; Kimraislooking at the
ground and hiting hislip.

"What more?' | ask.

"And—I cannot say it. The children...”

"Y es, what about the children? What have they done to them?”

"They—they are eating them!"

"Oh, no!"

"Yes" Theboy'slipstremble. "Yes... Onenight we swam in close—and saw. A child's body was
hung up by their fire, hung up like, like meat!"

Maoul looks a me. "Isthis possble?’

"| fear it is. Y ou see, they do not regard you as people. And they lost their flock of some kind of
animds”

"Thismust be stopped!”

Around us | can hear the report being whispered from man to man.

"We must go there!" Maoul declares.

"No," I tdl him."Y ou could not equa them in fighting. Y ou would only be killed. And then they would
come herefor your children.”

"Can you sop it, 'Om Jhared?'

| have been thinking hard. "1 can try. Tel me, isthere an idand nearby which is on the route of your
Long Swim?"

"Yes. Theldand of the Green Cord. It issmdl, but with good food.”

"Then hereiswhat we can do: thereis one time when their camp will be little defended. That iswhen
they start to come here. Find me agood svimmer, aboy too light to fight well. | will take him in my boat
at top speed down to their camp. When the men leave to come here, | will go ashore with my
fire-wegpon and free the children and any other captivesthey have, including the mutilated men. Y our
boy can lead them dl to the Idand of Green Coral to wait for you. | will return here at speed and be with
you when they attack."

"Can that be done? L et us question Eliaclosely on the distances by water and land.”

"Spoken likeagenerd.”

Aswe go up to Elias hut, | see aman attacking the canvas dummy with his spear. He runsit right
through. The horrible news has wrought a change.

Eliatells usthat the plan isfeasible. To get here by land, the goldskins must go around arange of
foothills; it might take them as much astwo days.

Aswe come away, the sergeant of the watch comesto tell usthat his boys have sensed minds nearby
in the dawn. But the trace faded soon.

"That will betheir spies” | tell Maoul. "They will go back and report on thisvillage, how many we
are, and the lay of the land. Thank fate they didn't see our wegpons; they will think we arejust likethe
village they crushed.”

So | must wait at least two days before trying my rescueraid. Y oung Kimra goes back to watch with
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We spend the days improving our drill and solving last-minute problems. Such as, what if the
goldskins attack the circle with fire? Torches? | set out big containers of water, with adelegate to keep
them filled. But the prospect of torchesistoo daunting. In desperation, | give the fire-control sergeant my
can of extinguisher and explain itsuse. But in future they will have to depend on water aone.

And | confer with Mavru, their quasi-officia Healer, to set up the way to treat spear
wounds—packing them with the water-moss, which seems, like asmilar Terrasphagnum, ableto
suppressinfection. We set up afirst-aid station by theriver.

Strangely enough, in those last hours of peace, | get to know the Mnerrin better than ever before. |
groll the beach, watching their recreations. Among the more expected sights—boys and girls playing
ball—I find aman surrounded by onlookers. Heisdrawing circles and trianglesin the sand and, with a
knotted string, explaining what he calls "Relations.” This seemsto bether art of geometry and
mathematics. | am startled to find diagrams that imply knowledge of the Pythagorean theorems. So these
people are not just Smple Polynesian-like paradise-dwellers! No, this beach is more like the Athenian
agora, where men in smple lengths of cloth discussed the eternd verities.

"We plan to make a permanent structure of stone at storm season home," one man told me. "And we
are going to use Relations to make it beautiful .

| find that one of their carefully preserved possessionsisabig shdll straightedge, marked off in
equidistant intervals. They have astandard of measure! The man who carriesit across his back hasfound
afriend who has promised to take it over in case heiswounded in the coming fighting with the
gold-skins.

Nor has Maoul forgotten his discovery of the Galactic aphabet on Kamir's bracelet. He has been
talking it over with others. They get meto teach them the whole a phabet and begin discussing whether
more |etters are needed to "picture’ Mnerrin phonemes. The agora, indeed!

For my part, | take time to teach the Relations enthusiasts about our system of written numbers.
Typicaly, they grasp it at once, and start transcribing them onto their shell measure. They are especialy
interested in the concept of zero.

"With this, we can do many thingd" exclaims Kerana, the Relations explainer. | wonder by how many
centuries—or decades—| have speeded their mentd evolution. | wonder about their minds; thisisno
case of anisolated genius, but of agroup with high, though unexploited, mental capability. And they seem
not to be in danger of the fallacy that brought Plato and Aristotle's deductive logic low, thefalacy of
refusing experiment. No; they test out every step of their Relationd logic.

| tell them the story of Aristotle's deduction that women must have fewer teeth than men, while
refusing to count hiswife'steeth. They laugh. | sigh, and wonder if | should expose them to Bacon's
scientific method. | try.

But timeis growing short. | have scoured the land that lies behind the beach, and on the last day
discover aflint-like rock. I bring it to two men who have been doing shell knives.

"Look. | think you can chip thisinto bladeswhich will be sironger than shdll. Let me show you."
Inexpertly, | flake out an edge. They assent with pleasureto trying.

Maoul has produced a youth named Manya to accompany me on the rescue party. On the last night |
pack afew rations and emergency suppliesinto the boat, and we leave it secured to the beach, to Sart at
dawn.

That lagt night with Kamir sheis untypicaly thoughtful. | think that the redlity of al thishasjust come
through to her, preoccupied as sheiswith her monstrously growing pregnancy. She has been lying lazily
on the beach by day, sunning her vast belly, and smiling to hersdf, only distantly interested in my warlike
activities. Sheisill enchantingly beautiful in adifferent way; my little mermaid hasturned into anature
goddess.

"Darling, takethis." | extract from my gear my last resort, atiny close-action personad laser. "Defend
yoursdlf withiitif | do not return in time. But remember, sweetheart, you must wait until your attacker is



very close, dmogt within arm'slength.”

"1 will kill for our babies" she sayscamly. "And you are right to go to save those children. We
Mnerrin, asyou cdl us, do not have many. All are precious.” She hugs me again, then pushes me away.

Itisvery hard to leave her.

But Manyaand | get into the dinghy, and shortly thelittle craft islegping through the green waters at
its great top speed. In acouple of hourswe are within sght of the other settlement's bay, ajourney which
had cost the wounded Eliatwo painful days. The birthing huts here are different, somewhat larger, and
supported by acenter pole. Falcaand Kimraare still on thereef, invisble until we catch their mind-call.

We stop out of sight, where we will wait for the goldskins to leave, and hold conference.

Fd ca says he expects them to leave very soon. "And see, they are loading three canoes. | think it is
asyou said, they are sending a party by seato cut off escape on the beaches.”

"How many arethereindl?’

"About ninety, counting thirty-sx in the canoes.”

"It isbad odds for our people. But | have avery powerful weapon which will kill many. | shal be
busy!™

"Kimratold you about the children?’

"Yes That iswhy I'm here” | tell him my plan. Felcasighs,

"That isagreat relief. Last night... they killed another. It was dl we could do not to rush ashore and
assall them. Stranger, you are agood man. Kimraand | were going to try aone, but we had no placeto
send them. The mutilated men cannot guide.”

"Manyaherewill take care of that. Meanwhile, you and Kimraare no longer needed here. Y ou might
aswdl start swvimming home. But be wary that those canoes do not overtake you in the weter.”

"Good. | go. The children arein that large hut with two entrances, and so are the other captives. They
aretied with ropes.”

"| can take care of that." | show him my shark knife. "Fair trave, friend." He nods, and without more
ado heand Kimratake off in long, flat dives.

And then we wait. It becomes clear that the goldskins start will not be madetill next morning; they
are preparing for afeast. | make the mistake of giving my binocularsto Manya, and he seesthe
fresh-killed body of achild hung up by thefire. He chokes with fury, then weeps quietly. | take the
glasses and try to soothe him asbest | can.

"Oh, if only I had those |ong-range wegpons you told us about! No—I would go to them, | will kill
them with my bare hands. | would kill! I will kill!... Wewill returnintime, won't we?'

"Y es, but you won't be with me, Manya. Y ou will be leading the children and the mutilated men to
safety onthat idand.”

Heheavesasgh. "Yes, | forgot. But if thereisagoldskin left ashore, | will kill him with my bare
hands."

"Don't be rash, Manya. Those men are practiced fighters. One of them could destroy you. | will
atend to thekilling."

“Then | will kill their children!"

He seemsto hear himsdlf then, and looks shocked. But he continuesin agrim voice, "Their children
will grow into such asthey. They have devoured our babies. Yes, | will kill them.”

I, too, am shocked. What have | created? Or no, it was not me, but the circumstances, the irruption
of the goldskins. The sight of one's children being butchered like animasisnot to bereactedtoina
civilized way. Heisnot to be blamed.

But what about me? | contemplate cold-blooded genocide. No, not cold-blooded; these Mnerrin are
inasense my children. My ided of Human life... Grimly, | redizethat | havefdleninto every psychic
trap that spacers are warned of . | love these people.

So beit. When | return, | will pull every lever, press every button known to meto obtain officia



intervention, to save this planet for the Mnerrin. It's just possible, especidly if one or two of my friends
aredill intheir offices...

Twilight has come. We eet and settle for the night, thinking our different thoughts. Thisis, infact, one
of the few times | have had pause from my dutiesto reflect. Manya's dight form beside mein the boat
reminds me of Kamir. What of her? What of my babies, if incredibly they are born whole and viable?
Can | stay here with them? Could | endure thistranquil life, asanon-seaanima?1 don't know...

In any event, the need to get off-planet and do something for the Mnerrin will dominate my lifefor a
while. After that, well see.

Thefact isthat my conviction that our mating would be infertile has been so strong thet | still do not
believe | am about to father little haf diens, if dl goeswell. | have never fathered others. What isthis
recurrent question: how will you feed them, how are they fed, without mother's milk, by non-mammals?|
had vaguely supposed that they would et fish, like the adults. Evidently thereis something thet 1, helped
by Agnaand Donnia, are going to have to do. And Kamir—I shudder at the mounting evidence that
somehow this birthing will mean her desth. Surely those were older women, therein the village. Not my
bright, vitd little mermaiden! No... no... These concernsare for after the coming battle. ..

Finaly | deep, and the balmy night goes by.

We rouse to dawnlight, at once aware that the camp isin motion. | check the glasses. Y es, goldskins
are loading the canoes, preparing to cast off. We had better conceal ourselves.

We paddle in anong some rocks that have tumbled to the sea, forming one arm of the bay shore.
There we eat and watch.

This settlement issmilar to theone | know inthat it isin adeltaaround an estuary. Evidently these
marshy places are proper sitesfor birthing and rearing the newborn. And there must be alimited number
of them. By driving the Mnerrin from them, the goldskins could make it impossible for the Mnerrin to
breed. Idly, | wonder why the deltas are so favorable. Perhapstiny babies are taught to swim in thelittle
sreamlets, before their gills are strong enough for the open sea? And | am il not clear asto what role
fresh water versus sdt playsin their lives. Redly, it is shameful how | have smply lived, without collecting
any respectable body of datal

At thismoment Manya nudges me, and we hear the chunk, chunk sound of paddies. A long low
dark canoe, gaudily bedizened, comesin sight. Six paddlersto aside. We crouch low.

It passes by, about fifty meters away, followed by another, and another. And then no more.
Cautioudly, we nose out of the rocks to where we can see the camp. It is so il that we can hear voices.
After we have waited about two hours, we hear adifferent sound, akind of chanting. It takeson a
marching tempo. And then we see aband of about fifty men tramping up out of the swampland, chanting
and blowing on pipes. They gain solid ground and set off down the coast. My heart has sunk—fifty and
thirty-six, more than two to one againgt the Mnerrin. My laser will have to do good work.

But now we have other work in hand.

We il avoid garting the motor, but paddie in to their beach. We beach the dingy and sart at a
crouching run toward the big hut Falca had pointed out. Women must be al about usin the camp, but we
see none—until suddenly we come on a party of them right outside the hut. They have knivesin their
hands.

| notice only that they are brightly gilt, their hideslike goldfish, and could be caled handsomeif your
taste runsto eighty-kilo bodies.

Manyabehind meis making an extraordinary noise through his clenched teeth.

I make a sweeping pass with the laser, and they go down like tenpins without making a sound, their
throats burned through. Behind them the door to the hut is gjar. Had they been going in to murder
another child?

Mind-cries are coming from the hut. | send strongly, "Friends come!™ and Manyajoins me. We step
over the golden corpsesand go into apitiful sght.

The hut isfull of railsand pogts, and everywhere aretied children, ranging from toddlers to teenagers.



Some grown men, shaved bad, aretied up at one end. The hut stinks.

"Cut them loose, quickly.” | have brought a spare knife for Manya.

"Hungry, hungry," comes the mind-cry, especidly from the smadler ones, aswe freethem.

"Y ou will have food soon,” we send. But how? | shudder to think what meat we will find beside the
cookfires. Still, surely they have dready fed onit. And would their dead friends object to giving their flesh
to savetheliving?

A spear clattersin at the other door, awoman dives back.

"Y ou finish freeing them, I'll attend to the village," | tell Manya. "'Can you guard the outer door?' | ask
abad man, who isrubbing hislimbs.

"Wes"

| go out and start through the village like adervish, burning everything that moves. From one hut | am
greeted by a spear. Indde, aman obvioudy sick or wounded is clinging to the center post. Beyond him
crouch two women and children. Mercy isnot in methat day; when | leave the hut, nothing lives behind
me

Atintervas| check back to the big hut, where Manyaisleading the children out. They Stare a the
goldskin corpses. The mutilated men look nervoudy about. Their heads are covered with pink fuzz.

| have found a pot of meat stew Ssmmering at a hearth, and basket bowls. | put it before the kids
without looking too closdly.

"Can you catch reef-fish, after what they have doneto you?' | ask the men.

"Ohyes, if we can find our nets.”

Asluck would haveit, apile of their filmy nets, loincloths, and other bel ongings has been thrown
beside another hut.

"Good. Now, when you have eaten enough, you and the children will follow Manyahereto an
idand—I think you know it—beside the path of the Long Swim. The people from my settlement will pick
you up asthey go by."

"They havent left yet?'

"No." And then | have to respond to the overwhelming mind-question coming a me from everyone,
even asthey begin to gulp food: "Who are you?'

"A friend from the skies, Tom Jared. | have been living with your people since | met agirl named
Kamir and mated with her. Now, these goldskins are going to attack our village. | must return quickly
and help them fight. | can carry only one. Is there a man here who can strike and kill? Kill gold-skins?
Our people need defenders.” | send an image of agoldskin leaping at aMnerrin.

To my surprise, amid the blank looks | had expected from most of the men, ayounger one steps
smartly forward. "'l think | can do what you cdl fight, O friend from the skies. | have thought much during
our captivity. Now | can kill. But | need thingsto strike with. Here!™

He bends down to the row of corpses and takes a strong-looking knife from a dead woman's hand.

"And now along one—"

"We cdl those spears. Maybe we will find somein thisbig hut.”

And indeed we find a cache of spears. But they are mostly dim, decorated thingsfor rituas and
dancing. Again to my surprise, my new recruit sorts out some that are surdy and useful. Thisladisan
untypical mutation, in theory, maybe, adangerous one. Right now | wish I had ahundred of him.

"Good. Now we go. | have fish in the boat, you can eat on the way. And you others had best be on
your way with Manya, lest some goldskins catch you again.”

| bid good-bye to them as they eagerly follow Manyato the water's edge. The men have found some
rope, and start tying the smaler children on towlinesto their belts. Alwaysthis carefor the young! | cut
short their curiogity about my boat.

"Later. No time, now."

Thewarlike lad's nameis Sintana. Hiseyes shine as| direct him to help me tow the dinghy to deep



water and hop in. When | start the motor and start skimming aong the reef, heisvisibly ecdtatic.

"Now, | don't know whether we will overtake the canoes before they reach my village or not. Sowe
must proceed with care whenever we cannot see along way ahead. | want you to watch and listen with
al your power for those canoes. | will have much watching to do to avoid hitting coral headsthis closeto
shore. If you see or suspect a canoe, raise your arm like thisand be ready for aquick stop, right? If you
are sure that dl isclear ahead, go likethis."

Enthusiastic assent from Sintana. | gun up the motor to full speed, and werip aong at top speed
toward my village. | want to keep close to the reef to avoid being sighted by the canoes ahead, but the
danger from isolated cord rocks strings my nervestight. Luckily, there is enough wave action to show
where most of them lie. Avoiding one at thelast minute, | nearly spill us. Sintanalooks round
questioningly, and after that | see him hang on.

Heisradiating pleasurable excitement like achild, but looking him over, | see he has plenty of muscle
to go with his combative spirit. A gods-sent dly.

It's getting dark. Each time as we round a shallow point, Sintanawaves me on. Those canoes have
redly covered ground. I'm not afraid of their hearing my motor over their paddling splash—and even if
they did, they would not know what it was. But where are they?

We gpproach the last point before our bay. Suddenly Sintana's hand goes up and we jolt to a stop.

"I think | hear minds from around the point. Maybe quite close.”

"They could be holed up, waiting for the men on land to arrive. No more talking now."

At lowest speed we nose around the point. Presently we can see most of the bay, but no canoes.

"They're hiding right on the other sde of theserocks,” Sintanawhispers. | listen, and fancy | can caich
acrude mind-murmur.

"Can you paddie quietly?'

"l think 0."

"Fine. Let'stry to get alook."

We paddle the dinghy silently forward, about an arm's length from the rocks. Sintana's hand shoots
up and | stop. Eyes glowing with excitement, he whispers, "I can see the bows of two canoes, in acove
intherocks. | don't know wherethethirdis."

"Sintana, get down low in the boat. | am going around fast and fire my weapon at them. But we will
be within spear-throw. Make sure they do not hit you. And do not throw your spear, you will need it
later,” | add, knowing what the excitement could do to such aboy.

"And your part isto keep watch for that third canoe. Got it?", "Yes" Heisrductantly crouching
down.

"Get farther down. Theair will befull of spears, and | must fire over you. Can you stay down?'

v

"All right. Hang on, herewe go!"

| dam thelever to high, and we round the point in agreat roostertail of spray. In the cove behind the
point are two canoes full of goldskins—good, | had feared some might have gone ashore. | fire as soon
asI'minrange, zigzagging as| come at them. Screams, barely audible over the motor and spray. | roar in
ascloseas| dare, and then twist the dinghy into ahair-raising U-turn, firing al the time. Spray splashes
over the canoes, but | can see goldmen struggling up, lifting their spears. | turn again and make another
pass, managing to laser every standing man.

But Sntanaisin my way.

"Get down!”

"Thethird canoe! Look out, look out!" heydlls.

| glance back and see the third canoe, come out of nowhere, rushing straight at me. | turn and fire.
Luckily, from dead ahead, the spearmen are blocking each other. But they are also shielding each other
from my fire. | whip around fast and dice in close to the gunwae, doing daughter—and then I'm out of



thelittle cove, heading for the reef. Luckily, moons are up.

But that'sasfar aswe go. Thefed of the dinghy warns me—I seetwo spear shafts sticking from the
pontoons. Oh gods. | turn toward the beach, weaving between the rocks at the Sart of the reef, and just
make shallow water as our craft collgpses around us. No oneisin pursuit.

Sintanaand | jump out. | wrestle the motor from the sagging folds and hand it to him while | rescue
the batteries. Thus laden, we struggle ashore, towing the haf-submerged dinghy. Sintana, I'm glad to see,
gtill has his spear. A cool boy.

At that moment afearful hooting hits our ears from the delta beyond. The watchers have sighted
goldskins and are blowing their conches.

| hate to leave my wrecked dinghy to the attentions of any survivors from the canoes—itismy only
link to the lander—but there's no time to do more than throw a couple of armfuls of brush over it. We
gart for thevillage at arun.

Aswenear it, | see splashing in the shdlows. A Mnerrin family has forgotten the drill and is heading
graight for the sea. Ahead of metwo goldskins, shining in the moonlight, race after them, spearslifted.
They throw before | can get the range; the man of the fleeing group goes down into the water. The
children stop, trying to pull him up, but the goldmen are upon them, | manage to pick one off, but the
other istoo closeto the children.

He whips out something silvery—it'sarope, heistying them up. He starts out of the surf, dragging
them behind him, screaming.

We pound after him, Sintanain the lead. | see his spear-flash, and the goldman goes down. By the
gods, my Mnerrin haskilled! We cut the children loose and tell them to follow us.

"No, Father Pavaisout there!"

"Hell bedl right. Come." | know that if Pamir has survived the spear, he will be safer under water
than on shore.

Werun on.

Most of the goldskins are till coming down the bank onto the delta. | can see the main hut now, see
that my Mnerrin have actudly formed a protective circle. Women and children are still being thrust in.

| identify usby mind-call.

"Quick, thereistimeto gart for the river nowt "

"But Pavasfamily are not here"

"Heran to the seaand got caught. | have his children. Here," | tell them, "get in behind these men.”

Theleading goldskins are upon us. | fire, pick them off. Others are circling, trying to get between us
and the sea.

"They are after the children! Quick, to theriver! All together, go!"

The circle garts off at awaobbly trot, the men in the rear having ahard time to shepherd the children
and fend off goldskins, who are now arriving in force. | fire, fire until no more arein range, wishing thet |
were within the circle firing out—too many times| have had to hold fireto avoid hitting Mnerrin. And
then another shining rank of goldmen isupon us.

The next hour is collgpsed in my mind into amontage of firing, running, firing, running. The goldskins
catch up with the Mnerrin circle before they reach the river, and there is wild spear-jabbing,
hand-to-hand combat. Children's shrieksfill theair.

At last they reach the. river and form acorridor as| had taught them. Children rush down it, women
hobble after, babiesin arms, and fling themselvesinto the deep channd, followed by the men. Goldskins
rove the banks, searching futilely for some shdlow place where they can get a their prey. | lurk behind,
picking them off as | can. | do not think many of them are clearly aware of me. Findly when they pause
at the beach, | have aclear shot at amass of them, and wreak scorching havoc. Sintanais busy chasing
dragglers.

Thereisamoment's|ull. | stand up to look—and am jolted by ablow. A spear shaft in my shoulder.



But moments later | am awarethat Sintanais by me, having dispatched my attacker.

"Pull thisout of me, Sintana.”

He does 50, surprisingly gentle. | watch the ripples that mean Mnerrin are reaching the seg, gritting my
teeth.

"|s there much blood?!

"Pack that mossin the hole." | cut off alength of rope and make ading for my arm. Fortunately the
spear doesn't seem to have hit anything vital.

"Where arethe rest of the goldmen?”

"| don't think there are any more standing,” he sayswith quiet pride. | can seein the moonlight that he
isbloodied dll over and has adifferent spear.

"Y ou have been busy. Are you wounded?'

"Intheleg. A little”

We go through the moss-packing routine. He has afat shaft broken off in the big muscle of histhigh.

"That will hurt worselater. How do you like war?"

He grinsand sighstogether. "1 think—too much!"

"Yes, itislikethat... Now, if you can wak, we must find my light and check dl the wounded
goldskins™

"And kill them?' He makes an eager motion with his spear.

"Yes. All except two whom we will tie up for questioning.”

Then | fed freeto do what I'd been desperately longing for. | send out afocused mind-cal to the
Mnerrin hiding in the weter.

"Can you hear me?"'

"Yes" A head surfacesjust inshore of the reef.

"l think it isal safe now. But wait until dawn to come ashore. And—is Kamir safe?'

What must be her head surfaces, too, and | receive a sending of such love and longing that | can
scarcely resst going to her. "Till daybresk, darling. Now | have work to do.”

"Alwayswork!" Her laugh, my mermaid'slaugh, rings out over the water, piercing me with sweet
memories. | sgh, and turn back to thejob.

Sintanaand | gofirst to the pile of goldskins| created on the beach, and then start searching
systemdticaly through the marsh for gleams of gold. Their shining skinsare agrest lighility.

"In future we will not be ableto assume dl isover so soon. They will learn to take us more serioudy,
and arrange a second wave of attackersto comein just asthe Mnerrin think dl is safe.”

We a s0 come upon three Mnerrin dead and two wounded, men whom | don't know well, and three
children who have been stabbed. To my amazement, adark figure isthere, bending over achild. | hold
my firejugt intime, asthe mind-signa comes.

"Mavru! What are you doing here?'

"l swam upriver and waited," hereplies. "l thought | might be more needed here.”

"And you are. Wonderful. Mavru, meet my young friend from the lost village. He hasworked hard in
your defense.”

The two Mnerrin greet warmly. | go in search of my medical suppliesto help Mavru, and we resume
our search of the marsh.

Long before we are through, Sintanaisweary of killing the wounded. His battle fever has ebbed; only
when a"corpse" surprises him by striking a him doesit return briefly. This, | think, isagood lesson for
him.

We save out two captives who seem in fairly good shape, and tie them up far apart so they can't
communicate. As I'd been told, they seem to have no mind-speech except asort of darm cdl, and a



threat-sending, ahogtile blare.

When the moons go down werest and eat. Mavru joinsus.

"Their bodies are different from ours," he says. "I think | will cut up one or two and find where the
vital centersare. Do you think that's agood plan, 'Om Jhared?!

| agree, and warn him about the dangers of handling cadavers. ™Y ou must wash your hands
scrupuloudy. 1, too, would liketo see.”

Sintana meanwhile has been questioning the nearest prisoner. He has picked up afew words of their
tongue, which sounds barbarousin contrast to the Mnerrin's.

"| asked him why they ate children,” he reports. "He only shrugged and said, because they were
hungry. So | asked him why they did not catch fish. He seems not to understand. | think anything
connected with water is entirely strange to them. | remember there was a great fuss about who was going
to go in the canoes.”

"And that remindsme," | tell him. "We must go and try to salvage those canoes and fix up my boat.”

"Why do we want those ugly canoes?'

"Firg, to keep them out of the hands of any more goldskinswho come here. And, most important, |
think our people can use them on the Long Swim. They could transport the wounded; some will take a
long timeto hedl. And babies could go in them, too.”

"Oh, good idea. Hey, it'slike you said, my leg hurts more.”

"I'm sorry. But we have ajob to do.”

We check the other prisoner, who glares at us mutely, and hike down the beach to where the dinghy
lies. It's untouched, thank the gods, and the repair kit, like dl my supplies, isfastened insde. The spacer’'s
gooey stuff really workswell, but will take an hour to dry.

We leaveit and climb over the headland to where two canoes float aimlesdy in thelittle cove. A
moon isrising again; | can seethe glitter of bodiesinside. Thethird canoeisonly aprow sticking up. Its
former contents are floating about.

"We have to go through the check again,” | tell Sintana. " And then we have to fish those corpses out
so they won't foul the sea. We can put them on the rocks up here, maybe the crabs will eat them.”

Sintana shudders. "Parts, anyway. .. | didn't know, when | volunteered to fight, that it included
cleaning up the battlefidd!”

"It includeswhatever it includes” | tell him grimly. But I am suddenly deed tired, and my shoulder is
on fire. | have been running on pure adrendine. Do weredly have to do thistask? And my boat will take
grength to pump up... Thefirg pink light of dawnisin the sky.

"l have abetter plan,” Sintanasays. "Y our people here have beenidling in the seadl night." He goes
back up on the headland, and | hear him send out a mind-call.

To my astonishment, three heads pop out of the water below us almost at once.

"No need to shout,” comes ayoung voice. "We followed to see what you were up to. Hello, 'Om
Jhared, I'm Pelyal What do you need?"

Wetel them, and soon, to my great pleasure, three sets of strong young arms are hauling dead
goldskins ashore and up the rocks. The goldmen are short and compact, heavy-boned.

"How many of you in the seaare wounded?' | ask Pelya.

"Three. And Pavas mate got a spear through her arm. She was very weak, you know. She died soon
after we got to the bar.”

"Oh, | an sorry."

"Yes... But you did so much. We boys have been thinking. We will haveto train oursalvesto do this
thing, to do fighting. War. Some of the older men think it isall over, but we don't agree... But 'Om
Jhared, just why do the goldskins attack us?'

"I don't redly know, except thet it istheir nature.”

But later, when we have pumped up the dinghy and are leading the procession of canoes back to the



village, | tdll themwhat | fear.

"I'm afraid that what | have seen on other worlds may be happening here. Somewhere far to the west
there may be agreat many goldskins, so that beaches and food are in short supply. They would be
fighting over them, and the losers may pack up and come east, looking for new homes. If that'strue, it
means there will be more coming, and more after that, without end. | think they have more babies than
you, S0 the pressure will go on and on. | hopeto the godsthisisn't true, that this wasjust awandering
band, but as| said, | have seen thisthing before. That iswhy | am going to apped to the power of the
Federation to help you. But that will take along time. Meanwhile, you are wiseto try to help
yoursaves... We can question the prisoners, and it might be good to send a couple of scouts back aong
their trail to see what we can find out.”

"l see," says Pelya, and the other boys agree. For once they do not laugh.

Nor doI. Inthe growing light | can see the Mnerrin coming ashore. Thereisold Maoul, thereis
Agna, and Donnia, helping Kamir. | can dready sensetendrils of contact, carrying gratitude to me. |
hope there are not to be speeches, | an dead. And al too keenly | redlize that | have now broken al the
Federation's Rules of Contact. | have interfered massively with the Mnerrin's lifeways, and | have taken
adecisvepatinawar... Sobeit.

?7??

"Wake up, 'Om Jhared! Kamir isgiving birth!"

ItisAgnasvoice. | cometo, groggily.

Wearein Agnas birthing hut. Kamir islying beside me on the crude bed, which is covered with moss
and hay. Sheison her sde, curled around her vast belly, her hands pushing at it as though trying to push
it away from her. Agnais besde her, doing something. | hear Kamir whimper.

Gently, Agnatakes her hands and pats them.

"Here," he saysto me. "Hold."

| take the hands. Kamir's eyes open and meet mine. With effort, she smiles. "Don't be afraid, darling.
Thisisnormd.”

Norma? 1 am looking for some sort of opening, some birth cana through which the babies will
emerge. Thereisno sign of anything like that. Instead, Agnas hands seem to be working on the "scar” or
line | had seen, running around her abdomen. Heiskneading it, carefully pulling it gpart. | seethat the
scarlikelineis starting to separate, like long, threadlikelips.

"Inamoment now," hetdls Kamir. ™Y ou can push.”

Kamir puts her hands with mine up on her great belly. It ishot, hot. Then she pushes at it again.

Suddenly, with adreadful caving-in feding, her whole belly, containing the fetuses, startsto separate
from therest of her body! It tipsforward, away from her, asthe scarlike "lips’ open. Agnaisfurioudy
working at thisline, pushing his hands under her. Shewhimpersagain. | seethat thelipsare actudly a
deep separetion ling, circling her whole belly, from ribs to pelvis. Oh gods, what is happening here?

Sowly, deliberately, yet too fast for meto follow, the fetal masstips forward farther, reveaing adeep
cleavage. It tips, separates farther yet, and then rolls over, away from her, onto what had been the
outsde of her belly. Agnasteadiesit. Kamir gives a series of loud sighs, and then rolls away from it, onto
her back.

"Whew! Theat feds better.”

But | have ahorrifying look at the shell of her body |eft after the fetal masstoreloose. From
digphragmto hipsit is empty, covered by arapidly thickening gel membrane. Throughiit | can see, under
her ribs, adark mass pulsing: her heart. Below that, by her spine, | can see the great cords of nerve and
blood vessdl running along her backbone, insde her empty flanks, to her hipsand pelvis. Nothing more.

Agnaislooking, too, as the membrane becomes opaque.

"See? Almost nofat at dl. My poor little Sster will not livelong.”

"Why?" But the answer is before me. Stomach, intestines, digestive organs, dl are gone, taken away



with the fetus-bearing mass of her belly. She has no means of taking in food. A fast-sedling tube end that
must be her esophagusis visible near her heart. | can only hope that her kidneys are left, so shewon't die
of third.

| am squeezing her hands so tightly | must be hurting her. | rlax them and make mysdlf kiss her face,
despite the ghastly display of her body. She strokes my hair with trembling hands.

"I'm fine. Seeto the babies"

The babies? Dimly | am redlizing that thisis no catastrophe, but anatura process of parturition. Or
rather, it is acatastrophic process, deadly to the mother. But the babies are dlive, the fetuses; through the
gel of thetorn-away side | can glimpse agueous forms moving vaguely. Clearly they are too young for
independent life. A great placentalies on them, with coils running to each fetus—there are three. And
there must be some sort of secondary heart with them, thereisthe throb of circulation.

Indeed, this massthat hastorn itself loose from Kamir isamost aprimitive animd initsown right,
with organsit has stolen from Kamir.

Tomeitisamonger, which has mutilated and killed my mermaiden, my girl.

But Kamir isgazing at it with fond eyes. Her babies.

I make mysdlf look at it. It isaglobular mass about half ameter in diameter, lying on what had been
the outside of Kamir's abdomen. All the part that had been insde Kamir is covered with this gel
membrane, now fast thickening to opacity. Agnais bent over it, inspecting and feding it al with tender
hands. He points out acircular ring, or tube, set in the "top.”

"That iswhere wefeed the babies.”

Oh gods; it isthe remains of Kamir's esophagus, leading to her stolen ssomach. | begin to shake with
delayed horror, scarcely noticing that Donniahas comein, and is offering to me, of al things, agreat
bowl of butterfish, cut in pieces. When | seeit, | am revolted at his apparent callousness.

"Fathersfirgt,” says Agna. He and Donnia each take some and begin to chew.

Then | am even more revolted by the understanding of what they are doing. They are taking food for
the fetuses, subgtituting for their mother's missing mouth. Preparing it for digestion by her somach,
somewhere ingde that monstrous package. Grimly | force mysdlf to take some and begin to chew. A
vaguely consoling thought comesto me: many Terran birdsfeed their new-hatched chickslikethis.

Weakly, Kamir demands some, too. Now that her huge pregnancy has gone, | can see how thin the
rest of her has become. Her limbs are no longer dender, but bone-thin, and her beautiful face has been
fined to where it seemsdl great dark blue eyes. But how short atime ago it was that we played and
tusded with each other on our magicides! What aterrible thing | have wrought on my little mermaid,
what evil | have done! Y et she seems strangely content, her eyes are luminous with joy when she gazes
on the dreadful lump that contains our babies. Mysterious are the ways of ingtinct! Something in her
makes her accept happily the shortness of her lifefor itsirrationa reward.

Agnais speaking to me. "Empty your mouth into this, new-father." He grasps the tube opening on the
mongter and pullsit free. | redlize, for Kamir's sake, | must.

It would have been appalling wereit not that the fetus-monster has an oddly attractive smell. Organic,
but very sweet and clean. A lureto feed it, | think. Well, it works.

After | havefed it in this strange fashion, Agnaand Donniafollow suit, and last, Kamir. "Arethere
three?' sheasks.

"Yes" saysAgna. "Lucky you did not make more. It will be ajob to feed these, they aso have no
fa."

"1 wonder what they will ook like," Kamir says dreamily. Sheissinking into deep. Y et sheturnsto
me and hugs me, with amomentary return of her old strength.

"Oh, my darling strange one, | am so happy! Never did | think | would have babiesto watch over.
Never! And you came from the skies and gave them to me." She kissesme again.

"But—" Asl look at her exquisite young face, my heart fees asthough it will burst then and there.
How can she be so truly happy? Wait; isit concelvable she doesn't know her fate?



"I hope | will liveto seethem. | must. | will." She sinks back, blue eyes brave with resolve.

Sheknows, dl right.

Agonized, | watch her drift smiling into degp. Donniais nudging me, holding out the bowl of fish. |
turn to my detested duty. | am very tired.

?27??

| waketo morning light.

Kamir is beside me. The monstrous baby-package is still there.

"Hello, my darling. How you dept! Do you know you fell adeegp in the middle of feeding our babies?
Fighting must be very tiring."

"Wes"

"l did somel" shetellsme. "A goldskin came at me, and | burned him with the little wegpon you gave
me! But he was 0 strong. And falling down, he kicked me where the babies were. | was afraid hed
injured them. Then Agnacame and helped me run away, to the men. And oh, | was so glad when you
came back."

"l wastoo."

"Agnaand Donnia have gone for more fish. See how the babies are stirring? That meansthey're
hungry.”

| see signs of movement within on the fetus-package. Gods, what appetites!

"Tel me, darling. How long will they stay likethat?'

"Oh, twenty, thirty, forty days, it varies. | think ourswill come out sooner, because they were with me
50 long. That'swhy | think | can live to see them.”

Twenty days? Isthat the span of our time?

"Don't talk about dying. If you die, the sun of my lifewill go out."

"Oh, don't you say that, dthough it isbeautiful. If things were the other way round, it's how | would
fed, too. When you were so long in coming, | feared the sun of my life had gone out.”

And we have more private thingsto say, until Kamir pushes me away, with "Friends come!"—

"| think it isthat fierce boy, what's his name—Sintana. And old Maoul."

Thereisaknock on the hut wall. Even | can pick up Sintanas mind.

"Gredtings, dl."

They comein and sit on Agnaslog. | seethat Maoul isactudly carrying a spear.

| congratulate him again on having got the Mnerrin to form their circle,

"It was atask," he admits. "I only wish Pava had heeded.”

"People panic and forget. He thought the way |ooked clear—he forgot that goldskins can run faster
than aman with children.”

"Ligten, 'Om Jhared,” Sintanainterrupts. “"We have got some news out of our captives. They say there
are no more goldskins on thisidand, or nearby, but there are many many more very far to the west. That
sounds like your theory."

"Yes. | was never more sorry to beright. Did you ask why they eat your children?”

"Y es. They say they had agroup of somethings, and they ate them. But they died, from drowning |
think. Animals about so high." He put a hand about a meter from the ground. "And | think they have
come on others like us and taken their children, too."

"A flock or herd of meat animals... Thisis common on other worlds. It seems clear they don't regard
you as people, but as a sort of food anima. They might get the idea of taking a group of you captive and
edting the young.”

Maoul'sfaceisamask of fury, but he says nothing.

"We're not people because we don't fight, isthat it?" Sintanaasks.

"Something like that. Did you ask about their own children?"



"No, but he saw one of our women die and seemed to understand. He said their women do not die
likethet."

"Hmm... A red mutation. That fits, too. A higher birthrate.”

"Mutation?" asks Maoul.

"A word we use when some of agroup of beings become quite different. It usualy startswith one or
avery few, and the new form spreads because their offspring survive better.”

"Thissoundsinteresting,” Maoul says. "l wish we had timeto tak of it now."

I laugh. "Y ou are learning bad ways, friend. In the old days you would have gone ahead and
discussed some topic no matter what practical matters caled you."

Helaughs, too, somewhat sadly. "I fedl | have aged ten years since day before yesterday. But what
must we do with these goldskins now? Kill them, as Sintana says?'

I'mglad heéssadit. "Yes, I'm afraid 0. Y ou can't take them on the Long Swim, and if you let them
go, they will certainly make their way back to the main goldskin group and lead others here. That way
they gain chieftaincy... If you arerevolted by killing them, would you rather | did it?"

"No," says Sntana

"l amrevolted,” saysMaoul. "But | will doit. Itisright.”

"Thenwill you let me give you onelast lecture about this?'

"Speak on. Y our last lectures saved our lives."

"I'mvery glad. Y ou know | fed onewith you. Your painismine, too. Listen: It is very hard to kill
hel pless men—or women—in cold blood. And they will betaking, pleading, promising anything, to
savetheir lives. They will promise not to bring others, to stay and wait for you, to work for you. They
may claim they are not like the other goldskins, but that the others made them attack you. They may
claim they can guide you to somewhere, that they have secret weagpons. They may fal down and clutch
your ankles and beg for mercy. They may tdll you that they have young children to care for—anything!
They may swear they never ate of the children's meat. Remember, to them, a promise made to an enemy
need not be kept, liestold to an enemy or an inferior do not count. They will be talking and acting solely
to save their worthlesslives. What you must keep in front of your mindsisthat they have eaten your
children and got caught trying to kill more. Then strike! Close your ears completely, and strike! And
beforehand, send away any softhearted one who might be fooled.”

Thetwo men think this over for amoment.

"It seemsvery difficult,” saysMaoul. "What if we took them by surprise, while they are deeping?'

"No, that is not the best way. And you would be surprised at how quickly they woke up and read
your intent—because thisiswhat they themsalves would do. No; you should be brave and tell them, and
ask them if they have some supernaturd entity they pray to. Tell them to do so now."

"l have heard of such athing,” says Maoul.

"If you need more, remember that it is as necessary to kill them asto stamp out sparks of fire nearing
your hut. Do you think your resolve will hold?"

Maoul sighs, straightens up; Sintana takes a deep breath.

"Thank you for warning us, ‘Om Jhared. | think we can do thisthing."

"Good. It will be harder for you, Maoul. Sintana has already had ataste of it. But to you, maybethis
saying from my land will help. We have had wars and fighting, too much, as| told you. And one of our
wise men said, They who live by the sword must die by the sword." Y ou have met Homo Ferox, who
lives by the spear. That wastheir choice. Now they must die by it."

"Yes" Maoul nodsgravely. "l see"

Kamir has been listening wide-eyed. "How many evil things you know, dear 'Om Jhared.” she says.
"Oh, Agnaand Donniacome."

Then Maoul shakes hishead, asif to chase out dreadful thoughts, and saysin his norma tones, "But |
have aso cometo tell you that we must leave soon for the Long Swim. Only two of the women yet live,



and the star we call the Wind Bringer has appeared. The season of sormswill be on usif we don't go
soon. So we will beleaving you, man from the skies. What will you do? Will you come with us?"

"l was expecting this" | tell him. "I know you are late. | don't dare come with you, the call from my
ship may come at any time now. When it does, | must go with al speed back to theidand where | left my
camp and thelittle sky-ship that will take me up to them. | can take Kamir and the babies. But someone
will have to come with meto take over the babieswhen | leave. Of course, | will give him the boat and
anything ese | have that would be useful to you.”

Agnaand Donnia, who have comein with baskets of butterfish, join usintimeto heer dl this.
Conscientious fathers, they are dready chewing. Donnia speaks up.

"1 can go with him, Maoul."

"And |," says Sintanaunexpectedly. "Every day | amwith him | learn. But | can't make aswim aone,
likethis" Hetaps histill nearly bald head.

"l wish | could stay with you, ‘Om Jhared and little sster,” says Agna. "But | must go to relieve the
friendswho are caring for my fivelittle ones.

"| shall be ddighted at your company, companion-of-battles.”

"Well then, that is settled,” says Maoul, risng. "Y ou will await your sgna, whileweleave, | think, on
the second morning.”

"Areyou taking the canoes?' | ask asthey leave.

"We're thinking about that. Right now | havethisevil job to do," says Maoul, and they depart.

We go back to feeding the baby-mongter. Just as | have contributed my mouthful to the
sweet-smelling sac, Agna pushes past me.

"Hold amoment, let melook."

Gently he rocks the baby-sac until he can see benegth. | notice abluish-black discoloration at the
bottom, where the membrane joins with what had been Kamir's skin.

"How long hasthis color been here?' he demands.

No one knows. Kamir has struggled up to look. "What isit, Agna? What's wrong?"

"Trouble." Hetipsthe big bundle up so we can al see the bottom on which it has been resting. The
evil-looking purplish color is heavy there, with yellowed stregksinit. "1 think that is about where the
goldskin struck you."

"Yes," saysKamir. "Oh, | feared he had harmed them! We must get Mavru.”

"1 go!" says Donnia, and ducks outside. We can hear him break into a splashing trot in the stream.

When Mavru comes and sees, helooks grave.

"One of the babiesis, | fear, dead. | must cut it away lest the trouble spread to others. 'Om Jhared, |
need the sharpest possible knife. May | borrow yours?*

"Yes. And I'll cleanit asthoroughly as| canfirst." My shark knife takes a keen edge and will stand
hest.

Mavru calsfor an armful of moss and washes his hands thoroughly in the stream outside. Then he
produces a packet of long, dender thorns. "I have dipped thesein your cleaning solution,” hetellsme.
"They arefor sawing."

Heturnsto thefetal package and carefully turnsit over to show the discolored side. This had been
the outside of Kamir's belly; it looks eerieto see her nave there. Mavru is studying the stains, figuring
whereto make his cuts, as carefully as any surgeon of atechnologica culture. There are no magica
passes, no shamanism.

When heisready, he dicesinto the mass with delicacy and boldness, beyond the farthest stain of
blue, and continues around to the Side, folding back the skin.- The characteristic sweet odor of the
babiesfillsthe hut, but it is mixed with the sckening smell of infection.

Kamir wincesin sympathy as he cuts, but says nothing.

The exposed mass of flesh and organs|looks a hedlthy pink. | can see atiny pink foot through the



membrane enclosing it. Mavru gropes deep into the sac with both hands now. | find mysdlf feding

queasy, and quickly turn my head away. When | ook back, Mavru has pulled out a nasty-looking length
of stained purple and yellow gut. He dropsit into the waste moss and reachesin again. Exposed now isa
discolored fetd sac. He papsit carefully, and mutters, "Dead." He sighs, and with one quick gesture pulls
and flips the fetus out and onto the moss, itsumbilical cord tight.

Mavru pays ho more attention to it, but goesinto the wound with hisknife, cutting the cord far in, and
cutting away al infected tissue. Very little of the dark purple blood flows. | notice heis careful not to
contaminate the knife by cutting into infection. He seemsto know the anatomy of the fetal sac well.

When he hasfinished, the hollow he has made where the dead baby wasis clean-looking, with only
the ends of afew thorn-sawn vessels sticking out. Mavru inspects it with care, then bends down and
sniffsthoroughly. Satisfied, he asksme, "A dusting of your wonderful powder now?"

" think s0, yes."

He takes the antibiotic flask out of hisloincloth and dusts sparingly. Then he takes up clean mossand
carefully packsthe wound, pulling the skin back asfar asit will go and fixing it with thorns.

No advanced surgeon could have done better with the tools at hand.

At last he turns away from his completed task and, with the point of hisknife, ditsthe discolored
membrane off the discarded dead fetus.

| gasp.

Lying there on the mossiswhat appears to be a Human baby boy, an infant amost ready to be born.
There can be no doubt that | have fathered this child; it is no parthenogenetic alien, but Human in every
way that | can see. My son. My almost-son... What about the other two?

Kamir is staring, too. "Oh, what that goldskin did," she mutters through clenched teeth. "Oh, my little
stranger baby! How beautiful! Heis—was—just like you, dear 'Om Jhared. What about the others? Are
they dl right?’

"l believe 0," saysMavru. "l think we caught thisin time. And they arelike us, by the way; Mnerrin,
if that isto be our name. | had agood look at both their feet and they have our fins, asthis poor little lad
had not." He touches the dead baby's Human toes.

"Arethey to begirlsor men?' Kamir asks.

"Oh, | couldn't tell. But oneisdecidedly larger."

| have pulled myself together. "Hedler Mavru, dl our thanks. Now tell me: on most worlds, itis
customary to pay hedlers, or give them apresent. What may we do for you? Of course | will send you
my good knifewhen | go, but there must be something dse.”

He starts to wave me away, but checks. "Well, if you are serious, would it be improper to ask that
you give methis dead baby to study? | want to compare it with our own. And it might help meif ever |
have to ded with more Humans."

"Gladly," | say. "And you will, of course, bury him with alittle marker or whatever is gppropriate?’

"Yes With amarker saying it isthefirst Human child born of Mnerrin.”

"But—" says Kamir. "Oh, but..." Then she seemsto reconsider. "I guessit'sdl right, Father Mavru.
Only..."

"l know," says Mavru compassionatdly. "'l know. | thank you very much. And thiswill solve what
might be a problem for you."

It would indeed. | had been thinking that.

When he goes out, taking the baby, Agnaand Donnia hurry in to resume the feeding. | hold Kamir
quietly for awhile to comfort her—and mysdif.

?2??

That evening Agnaand | take afew minutes off to go down and join the conclave on the beach. The
Mnerrin habitually gather here to watch the sunset and chat. Agnaleads me around to the five men and
their children who have been caring for hisyoung. The babies are dl appeding plump little Mnerrin, three



girlsand two boys, one of whom can dready swim strongly, as Agnademonstrates.

Old Maoul ishere, too, earnestly debating something with several men.

"They are deciding whether to take the canoes," Agnatdlsme. "'l think wewill. Normdly the babies
swim, fastened to their father, but that of course dows us down. If they werein acanoe, we could travel
faster. The two wounded men and Elia could go in them, too. But some of the older men are afraid that
thiswill change our way of lifetoo much.”

"| can understand that. .. Hello, Sintana. How goesit?

The young man has aworried look. " 'Om Jhared, do you know any way to keep those canoes from
tipping so easily? That is one of the objections to taking them. | thought that if they had a down-thrusting
wood piece below, it would stabilize them, but | don't see how to do that.”

Inventive boy. "That'swhat we call aked. It would indeed stabilize the canoes, but it would also hit
rocks, if it was|ong enough to do good. But there is another way, which we call outriggers.” | smooth off
agpot of sand and draw him apicture.

"| see. But thereisn't timeto build these, 'Om Jhared.”

"Well, can you produce two long logs each and some rope? I'll show you aquick and dirty version.” |
make another sketch, showing a canoe with alog loosaly lashed on each side. "The ideaiisthat the logs
must be loose enough to float when the canoeisloaded. It will dow down the paddling a bit, but you will
be surprised at how hard itistotip... Want to try it?"

"Absolutely! | knew | could count on you, 'Om Jhared!”

| reflect that it isbest | leave before my meager store of information runs out. Meanwhile Agnais
looking wistfully at agroup still deep in their Sudy of Relations.

"l used to lovethat," he says. "But now | am so rusty.”

"My casetoo,” | tdl him. "Tell me, what are those men playing at? It looks like agame | know."

"Oh, it'san old gameweadl love. Legend hasit that the other man who came from the skies taught it
to our forefathers. Do you redly recognizeit?

"Yes, | think itisagame caled ‘chess’ only the pieces are carved alittle differently.”

"Yes, 'chess,’ you say? Wecall it 'Shez'! It must be the same. So some legends are true!”

But | have something €se on my mind.

"Agna, Donniasaysthat you know the straight-line direction to theidand where | left my sky-ship.
Can you show me? Then | can set my instrument here. 1t would be much quicker than retracing my
Seps.”

"Yes, | do. Don't you recal, when wefirgt started home with Kamir, you showed me where you'd
comefrom?Let usgo inthewater, I'll giveyou theline"

We swim out, and Agna submerges for afew minutes. When he comes up, he has one arm pointed
west-southwest. | set my compass pointer.

"Y ou must have thrown something in the seathere,” says Agnadisgpprovingly. "I could sensedien
suff in the current.”

"Yes, | fear my ship must have sprayed exhaust when | landed. And it will again when | take off. I'm
sorry—I hopeit will dissipate soon."

"Oh, it'samost gone," Agna concedes.

"Theidandissuch asmdl, flat one, Agna. Do you think thislinewill redlly carry metoit? At leedt,
near enough to seeit?’

"Yes" hesaysfirmly. "If | were swimming, I'd say, seven days”

"Good enough.” Then something indde melurches, asif acurtain wererent. "No, bad!" | blurt. "
Agna, | don't want to leave!

Helooks at me with affection. "I know. |, too, will missyou. But speak to Maoul of this. | am not
sure you know your own mind."

"Yes. I will," | say, near to weeping.



When we get ashore, | confide my fedlingsto Maoul.

"I know, | know," hetellsme. ™Y ou are sending sadness dl about. But tell me: if you go, you can
return, can't you?'

"Yes"

"Whileif you say here, if you refuse this sky-ship, no other may comefor you, right?*

“True"

"And if you go, you may be ableto help us againgt the goldskins? And in other ways, Mavru says?'

"l cantry. | can dways do something, even if only to send you wesapons and supplies.”

"Y ou could not do that if you stay here.”

"No... Oh, | seewhat you mean. If | truly love you and want to help you, | should go... And | should
take the course which is not irrevocable, which again means| should go."

"That ismy thought."

| sigh deeply. "Then it ismy thought, too. Thank you, Father Maoul... But oh, | shal missthisworld
0."

He, too, sighs. "It has been for you a hagppy time, out of your red life, which we cannot imagine. But
for usthisisred life, with dl itsgood and evil."

| see what he means, and bow my head. To me, thisis still adreamworld, though the people areredl.
| have not been truly into life here, as1 would haveto beif | stayed. As| would haveto beif | come
back to stay. Dreams must end.

"Youarewise"

He shrugsthis off. | see Agnalooking a me anxioudy. It istimeto go back and feed.

And just then, in the midst of everything, | hear aloud, familiar sound from the hut. Everyone looks
up.

"What isthat?"

"A beep from my trangponder. That is, asigna that the ship which will carry me away has comeinto
your sun's system. | now have only afew daysto get back to that idand. If they have to wait, they will
charge me money, and | can only pay for two days."

"Pay?" asks Maoul.

"A system of portable value we use for returning the favors of people we may never meet again.”

"Legend says," Maoul tells me, "that the one who came here before tried to explain something of this.
To usit sounded unharmonious.”

"Unharmonious’ isaterm they usefor, roughly, uncivilized and perhgps inhumane. It amuses meto
hear our great economic system so brusquel y—if perhaps justly—dismissed.

| bid Maoul good night and return with Agnato the hut.

That night Kamir faintsfor thefirst time.

?27??

Thelast day passes quietly. | cannot bring mysdlf to start until the Mnerrin leave.

| watch them making up sea-proof packets of their scant possessions and, one by one, placing them
in the canoes. They consst primarily of afew small loomsand supplies of thread, amusica insirument
someone has been working on, some pots, severa large pieces of cloth. | reflect on how little of their rich
lifewould remain for archaeology if anything happensto the Mnerrin themselves.

When it comes to the spears and shields, the canoe-paddiers object. "There will be no room left for
the babies and the wounded men." In the end afew are taken.

| watch aburid party taking the body of the last woman up into the hills. In the past | have avoided
looking at such scenes, though | knew they went on. But now | wonder how soon | may haveto
undertake such agrim trip myself.

Kamir isal over her fainting fit and says sheislooking forward to traveling again. | marvel a how she



can do with no food except the clear broths we make for her. She drinks more water than before;
perhapsit has somerichnessinit. | would give an arm for an intravenous feeding rig. There will be oneon
that big ship. | have wasted hourstrying to figure how | could get it to her.

The last night thereis much singing. Kamir asksto be taken to the beach. | pick her up, dmost
weeping to find how light sheis. Shewho only weeks ago had been my strong little mermaid, rolling me
inthe sand... Now she scarcely weighs as much asthe canteens| bring with us.

On the beach | pack moss around her poor knobby knees and hips, and prop her up where she can
greet dl. The Mnerrin arekind to her, particularly Sintanaand hisfriends, who rdly her about "fighting
likeaman."

The singing rises around us, sweet and true. Kamir joinsin, surprisingly strongly. | hold my face up to
the moons and wish | could how! like ahound. Dreamworld or not, | love these people, love Kamir.
Even love my dead son, and the other two... Of that last night | shall say no more.

The next morning thereis a surprise—one of therarefogs has closed in. It makes no difference to the
Mnerrin's plans. The canoes are loaded; | see the fathers of toddlers tying them to the thwarts. Thefirst
shift of paddlersisin place.

And then they smply walk into the sea. Many turn to wave at us and for thelast time| get the impact
of so many blue, blue eyes. Then they are gone under seaand into the fog, leaving only the dark shapes
of the canoes.

The paddlersdig in rhythmicaly, and the canoes, too, fade and vanish into the white wall.

Itisvery londly on the beach.

Butitistimefor usto go, too. Donniaand Sintana carry the boat to the beach and return for the sac
of babies. | am astonished to see how they have grown in the last days; the skin now seems amost too
smdl for thefull-szeinfantswithin. | carry Kamir down and arrange her in the sern besideme. The
babies, and abig pot of fish, go in front, where she can touch them. It has been arranged to stop every
hour for feeding, since | can do little while driving the boat, and Kamir is so wesk.

Then the two Mnerrin wade out into the bay. | follow, expecting them to want Agnas heading once
they are past the reef. Instead, they smply submerge briefly and start off, straight on target. Wonderful
instrument, those guide-hairsl Even Sintands fuzz seemslong enough to give him some help.

Then we st off behind them, much aswe had arrived, except that different arms are flashing ahead.
And Kamir liesdying at my side. We settle into the dreamlike trance of travel over the blue sea, and the
mistsgradudly clear.

?2??

And that's about it.

Onthethird day thereisatear in the babies envelope and the whole skin looks dry and different.
Kamir isexcited; her eyes glow, she seemsto be keegping hersdlf dive on sheer will. But she can't speak.
"I will seethem!™ shewhispersto me.

On the fourth morning it is difficult to feed. Donniasays that the babies must come out. He graspsthe
edges of the torn skin and pushesit down. It peels away; a shriveled placenta comeswith it. Aswetear it
loose, the two babiesroll out on the moss. Oneisexposed, | seeit breathing, but the other is il inits
fetal covering. | cut it free quickly, and the baby takes a great gulp of air and beginsto cry—the
immemorid infant squal. ItisaMnerrin baby, and so isthe other, agirl and aboy.

Kamir triesto crawl toward them, her eyes burning hungrily. "Wait, darling,” | tel her. We swab the
babies off, and put them in her arms.

"They're perfect,” Donniasays.

But after amoment her head fallsto one side. She hasfainted, | hope, and take her in my arms. She
breathesfor aminute or two; that isal. Sheisdead in my arms, with the babiesin hers.

Gently we take them from her and feed them. To me they seem sturdy little things, but Donnia says
they arethin. "We have work to do."

Thereisan idand nearby, a pretty one with amountain. We take Kamir's body there, up above the



dunes, with a headstone on which | inscribe words too emotion-laden to repest here.

And we continue. ..

After atime it becomes clear that my batteries will more than hold out, so | suggest that both men get
in the boat. Thus burdened, our progress becomes something of awallow,.

but still much faster than swvimming. On theway, | teach Donniaand Sintanato driveit.

And so we arrive, on the morning of the seventh day, at the small idand | had left alifetime ago. The
little space-lander isjust as| left it, my camp is untouched. Asthough on signd, my transponder beeps
again that evening, Sgnifying that the ship istaking up an orbit above us. | Sgna her and arange a
rendezvous a dawn my time.

Then | busy mysalf with aquick check and turn to giving away everything | can possibly spare. The
lander's big batterieswill recharge the boat and the laser; | estimate their battery livesa yearswith alittle
care. My best knife | send to Mavru viaDonnia, aong with the big medikit. Thelaser isfor Sintanaand
thelittle one for Maoul. Everything e se—blankets, lenses, a small microscope, emergency cook pans
and dl—I hesp on them.

"Use your judgment. Something nice for Agna—and this waterproof drawing pad and stylusfor the
older man who does Relaions. God, | wish there were more.”

"Itisample," says Sintana. His eyes are on the lander, | sensethat both are anxiousto seeit go up.

But thereisn't room for them to stay on theidand, with the exhaust. So | bid them farewell and send
them out in the boat. They seem reluctant to have me leave. Asthey motor out | caich alast gleam of
blue.

Waiting to lift, | dlow mysdf to think of what has haunted me, ever snce the goldskins coming:

On ancient Terra there was once another race of Humans. They were big-brained and, some think,
unaesthetically formed. They flourished for atime, leaving few signsin the stone records except their
bones and agrave lined with flowers. We call them Neanderthals.

And then came Cro-Magnon, our direct ancestors, and after that Neanderthal was seen no more.

What happened no one knows, whether some interbred, or whether they were wiped out in one of
our first acts of genocide. (Weleft no living close reatives.) What thoughts Neanderthal thought, what
intellectua discoveries he made, no one will ever know. They were strong; the fact that they disappeared
at Cro-Magnon's advance must have been partly amatter of temperament. Perhapsthey were
noncombative.

Have | been seeing the start of just such atragedy? | have no illusions about the Mnerrins ability to
defend themsdlves against Homo Ferox. Their wonderful artifacts of song and thought residein their
minds, their art of Rdationsisliterally written on the sands. If they go under, no one will ever know that
here men werefollowing the thinking of Pythagoras, in awholly different technological contest. But they
do not need the technology, except now, for self-defense.

No. No one would ever know—any more than we will ever know the color of the eyes that looked
out from under Neanderthd's shaggy mane. Perhaps they were clear, and filled with compassion and the
growing light of reason. We cannot know. We have, | fear, killed them. And | fear, | greetly fear, that
those lost eyeswere abrilliant blue.

?2??

Now | have made my record. To you who hear it, | beg, allow yourselves to imagine how it
was. To be moved. To help! Surely the Federation could spare one small party to sort this out, to
transport the goldskins to another planet. To save what can never be replaced of peace and
beauty, of mind.



