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“Calm be with you, brother,” intoned the Elder in the staccato clicks and chirps of the !Dran language. His head piece traced a graceful arc as he inclined his long neck.

 ”So long as the winds blow.” Seymour Rogers gave the customary greeting in reply and bowed stiffly.

He shivered as he entered the meeting hall. The giant air blowers spun at top speed, pushing the chill morning air into gale force winds. He settled into one of the low chairs reserved for humans, strategically placed to avoid the worst of the wind. The !Dran were drifting in, muzzles up, always seeking the windiest parts of the room.

When they turned their muzzles into an air stream and closed their slit-like eyes in contentment they looked strikingly like the kangaroos of Seymour’s native Australia.

 

“ ‘Roos with clothes.” He’d said to Genni soon after she arrived. “I have a helluva time trying to see them as something other than dumb animals that’re gonna be road kill.”
She’d bristled instantly. “They’re not kangaroos, and they’re not dumb. They’re the dominant sentient species on this planet.” She paused. “And I think they’re quite attractive, especially the soft gold color of their pelt.”
“Well, excuuse me. Where I come from, they’d be talking ‘roos.”
She sighed, adopted a didactic manner. “They’re furred, upright quadrupeds with large hind legs and a heavy tail.”
“And they hop, like ‘roos.”
“Yes, of course. But that’s not special to kangaroos. Or Australia. Hopping is an adaptation for getting around on dry sandy soils. It’s very efficient, actually. The tail acts as a counterweight. On Earth it evolved several times independently.”
“Oh?” When he’d heard the Bureau was sending a woman to Windy, Seymour’s fantasies had taken him in quite another direction from this schoolmistress-like lecturing. But Genni had made it quite clear from the beginning that she was a professional, there to do a job.

“Besides Australia, the deserts of North America and North Africa also have jumping animals. Kangaroo rats and mice in America, jerboas in Africa, and all the jumping marsupials in Australia.” She paused. “As you know way better than I do.”
It was hard to pick a fight with her, she was so sincere about all this native business.

She continued, “Maybe that’s part of your problem with the !Dran—you don’t see them for what they are.”
“They’re aliens.”
“Not here. They’re natives. We’re the aliens.”
He sighed. Standard Bureau bullshit. Always side with the aborigines. Still, he enjoyed their discussions. Once the initial disappointment had passed, even a strictly professional relationship with a woman was welcome, after months of gruff male fellowship conducted mostly over the radio.

But she was right in one way. !Dran weren’t ‘roos. They talked, and somehow they were screwing up the mining operations of a multi-planet corporation. He hunched down further into his insulated jacket and hoped it would be a short meeting.

 

Seymour, a field systems analyst, was on Windy to improve the mining operations. Windy had become a problem at the fringes of Galactic’s mining empire. After a promising start, the efficiency had steadily declined until they’d actually lost money in the last two years. Seymour’s analysis didn’t show a problem with the giant telerobotically operated mining machines, or with the transport, crushing or smelting operations per se, but some indefinable resistance was slowly grinding the system down. It had to be linked to the natives, but he didn’t know how.

His bosses at Galactic were increasingly unhappy. Their last communication had been blunt: find out what the problem is by the next quarter. They would pull out if Windy didn’t show a profit, and if Seymour was associated with a failure, he was finished. Galactic never gave second chances.

In desperation he called the Bureau of Inter Planetary Cultural Affairs, and they sent out a cross-cultural liaison in the person of Genni Cross.

Through the small gathering he spied a short figure in a bright red insulated jacket moving his way. It was Genni. She edged her way through the !Dran elders, handing out token gifts of food bars, and leaving a trail of bobbing headpieces behind her. The head pieces were like flexible helmets, covering the top of the head and most of the ears. Each clan sported a distinctive design and decorative style. Besides that, the natives wore only belts and short aprons that doubled as carry bags, made from the skin of a rabbit-like herbivore they sporadically hunted.

Genni was an attractive woman. Blue eyes set wide in an open face, a generous mouth, and cascades of honey-blonde hair, today pulled back in a bun as a concession to the wind. Too independent for Seymour’s taste, thanks to his upbringing in a society rooted in a macho past. Barely two generations before, women couldn’t call for an appliance repairman in Australia. In small bush communities like his home town of Katherine Gorge they were still restricted to “family” rooms in bars.

Old habits die hard. A woman on her own, and an attractive one to boot, naturally suggested to him a moral looseness. So he was irked by her “strictly business” stance. He guessed she thought of him as a typical redneck. She’d intimated as much. So much for cross-cultural liaisons. But they didn’t have to like each other to get the job done.

Today’s meeting was one of a series of get-acquainted sit-downs she’d started to meet the local clan elders. To improve attendance at station meetings it was standard practice to hand out small food gifts. And the !Dran were always hungry.

Feeding was one thing Seymour understood. Aussies had a long tradition of feeding native animals. It was a national reflex: see wildlife, offer bread. Unfortunately, feeding the !Dran only reinforced his biases toward them.

With brisk directness, Genni started the meeting. The !Dran squatted directly on the metal floor, well separated from each other, their thick tails curled around for support like built-in bolsters. It was a very alien posture, reminding Seymour that they were not ‘roos, whose tails didn’t bend like that. Also, ‘roos were herd animals, but the !Dran hated being cooped up together, and the sooner they could get outside again the better. Genni was a success so far because of her willingness to conduct very short meetings. Also, she was unfailingly cheerful. Seymour shuddered.

The !Dran elders were polite and attentive, as usual, and listened gravely to Genni’s short introduction. She spoke the carefully correct version of the clicks and chirps the linguists had teased from the natives. She again described the workings of the Bureau, and why she had come to Windy. She was there, she said, to make better contact between the miners and the !Dran. She understood that between different races there were sometimes misunderstandings. Maybe they were still a little uneasy with having humans on their planet. But they had kindly taught humans their gracious language, an esteemed gift for which she was grateful. She would be their ombudsman. (A tricky piece of translation, this. He gave her credit for the effort.) She was there to solve problems as they arose. Was there anything she could help them with today?

The assembled elders appeared to consider her request. Their normally placid faces did not change expression.

No one said anything.

She tried again. Was there anything that could be better about the arrangements with Galactic?

No response.

Genni looked at him for help. He knew she’d been prepared for hostility, unhappiness, anger—anything but this bland acceptance.

Seymour sensed the first hint of frustration. She couldn’t just let them go again without having some kind of dialogue. Finally she asked if they would like some time to talk among themselves. This was a sure bet because the !Dran never missed a chance to gossip.

Clicks and chirps rose to a roar. Genni tried to join the group nearest her, shrugged and came over to him. She smiled tentatively.

“Well, I got them talking, at least.”
“Yeah, but what are they talking about? It could be anything. We’d never know.”
“Don’t you understand them either? I just assumed, because you’d been here for some time…”
“Only when they chirp very slowly and emphasize each, uh, syllable. Between themselves they yammer so fast I can’t tell one word from another.”
Her eyes grew round. “But I understood the elders earlier.”
“What we call elders are mostly those willing to take the time to talk slow enough so we can figure out what they’re saying.”
She looked at him with a vexed frown. “Damn! This is going to be worse than I thought.”
“Yup.”
She glared at him. “Don’t be so smug. You’re the one in trouble here.”
Stung, he shot back. “Oh yeah? I thought the Bureau was going to send a wunderkind to fix everything.”
“Everything you screwed up?”
“Whatever. If you can’t fix it, the Bureau won’t be happy with you either. So we’re both in trouble.”
She started to say something, stopped. ‘This isn’t getting us anywhere.” She turned on her heel and stalked back to the !Dran.

 

Jump ship technology had arrived suddenly, transforming Earth’s government and catapulting humans out into the galaxy by the mid-twenty-first century. Mining concerns like Galactic, hemmed in on Earth by environmental considerations, were among the first private interests to go off-world. But the miners were used to bribing human regulators when things went wrong, and were ill-equipped to do business with aliens.

After a few disasters like the Algol IV massacre, when panicked miners fired on a group of celebrating natives, and the narrow aversion of planetary war on Cetus A, the revamped United Nations/United Earth Government hastily set up the Bureau of Inter Planetary Cultural Affairs. It was mandatory for Bureau observers to effect first contact and to make sure the native cultures would survive trade with humans. Cross was a Bureau representative, under contract to Galactic.

In a fairly typical cultural clash, Galactic set up a standard off-world station, basically a set of metal buildings, as its headquarters on Windy. Then the !Dran refused to go inside.

The Bureau reps negotiated the Great Hall, with its cavernous ceilings, open arched windows and huge air blowers. In the process, a bargaining council of tribal elders was created where none had existed before.

Before the first shovelful of dirt was scooped, the !Dran culture was already changed.

Galactic’s interest in Windy lay in its metallic ore, erupted in giant cockscombs over much of the planet. Geophysicists speculated that these were actually the remains of underwater hydrothermal vents, similar to those on Earth. Windy’s plate tectonics were intermediate between Earth’s continuing activity and a place like Mars, where all activity had died out three billion years before. Tectonics had wound down on Windy about a half billion years ago, dooming the biosphere to an irrevocable retreat. Without continuing volcanic replenishment, the atmospheric carbon dioxide ebbed, trapped by the planet’s rocky mantle. Only the proximity of its star had so far saved Windy from a frozen death. When the shallow seas began their long retreat, the hydrothermal smelting ended, marooning the hot spots on dry land. Windy’s overall aridity prevented the development of widespread deep soils and forests, exposing the metallic lodes on or just below the surface.

First hopeful of a cheap labor source, Galactic ran into a cultural stone wall. The semi-nomadic !Dran utterly refused to work in underground mines. They were willing to gather surface nodules, but only in exchange for food. However, Bureau policies absolutely forbade large-scale food transfers as too damaging to the independence of primitive native cultures.

Caught between two absolutes, Galactic had tried to break the stalemate for two and a half years. The conglomerate finally imported semi-robotic mining machines and a few humans to control them. They lived at four mining camps, scaled-down models of the station.
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Seymour’s beeper went off He caught Genni’s eye, pointed to the beeper, and made his way to the radio room.

The call was from Hank Fowler, Camp 4 supervisor.

“Seymour here. That you, Fowler? What’s up?”
“Fowler here. We had another goddamn accident this morning.”
“Bad?”
“Bad enough. Sonofabitch was dragging a full ore cart at the time. The whole mess went over at the entrance to the crusher. Until we can clear it, we’re dead in the water.”
“How’s the driver?”
“Not too good. Caught his tail in the outrigger as he jumped out. Medic looked at him, stopped the bleeding. Some of the other !Dran went to get a healer. God knows what this is gonna cost us.”
Seymour groaned inwardly. An elaborate bargaining was about to commence.

What the !Dran did like about the mining operations were the crawlers used to pull the ore carts around. With the tops removed to satisfy the natives’ mania for wind, the crawlers resembled oversized dune buggies.

The !Dran drove like reckless teenagers, careening the ore carts over the rough desert landscape between the ore extractors and the smelters. In the frequent accidents, the !Dran proved to be unusually nimble in escaping the tumbling vehicles, and injuries were few.

But overall, there were more and more accidents, and constantly replacing and repairing crawlers and carts cramped the schedule, increasing the red ink. So the mining engineers tried fitting a few crawlers with speed controllers. The !Dran tried so hard to override the mechanism they burned out two motors. Seymour suggested improving the stability of the vehicles, to tip-proof them. They welded a set of metal flanges on either side, sort of like outriggers. They told the !Dran this was for improved wind resistance. Fowler’s bad news meant that the modified design had led to an injury.

After the first few accidents, Galactic had been very generous to the clan of the injured party, to avoid scaring off the natives. Now, whenever a !Dran was injured, even if he was clearly at fault, his clan expected extra food and gifts commensurate with his injuries.

Seymour suspected that Galactic had created incentives for accidents. But the data weren’t there to prove it, and he didn’t know how to stop it in any case. They needed local labor to drive the carts.

 

“Okay, Fowler. We’ve got most of the elders here at the station right now. I’ll tell ‘em. Then I’d better get out there and meet with his clan. What’s his name?”
“Why don’tcha send the broad instead? No fair hogging her all to yourself down there.”
Seymour bit his tongue. The men at the camps were all too aware that he was alone at the station with the only human female on Windy. He knew they were the butt of frequent ribald jokes.

Genni knew it as well. The separation between the station and the camps made it a lot easier for her to deal with the potentially uncomfortable situation. She told Seymour she preferred to work with the miners through him. One redneck was better than a dozen.

He considered his answer. Protesting that they had only a professional relationship would only make it worse. Who would believe him?

He opted for the light touch. “I would if I could, but, ah, that’s not company policy, Fowler, sorry.”
Seymour returned to the meeting and signaled to Genni, who was chatting with a couple of the elders.

She was clearly unhappy with the news. “Damn. Well, let’s see if we can salvage something. Let’s try talking about it with the whole group.”
But that proved impossible. All the !Dran wanted to know was who had been injured. When he was identified it became a private matter for his clan. The others couldn’t talk about it; it was “not proper!”
Furthermore, the two elders of the victim’s clan requested a ride out to the camp and wanted to leave immediately.
With a sinking feeling, Seymour acquiesced. In the whole maddening situation the accidents were the only concrete problem with the natives that he and Genni had to work on. But it didn’t seem to be much of a problem to the !Dran. They took all news with an unblinking calm.

The meeting broke up, after the customary flourishes and parting phrases. The !Dran were wedded to their rituals, and today was no exception, despite the professed urgency of the situation.
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A short time later, Seymour and the two elders headed out toward Camp 4 in a long-distance crawler. He had carefully chosen a vehicle with an unmodified driver’s seat so only he could drive. The two !Dran were draped over their backless seats, anchored by their tails behind the benches. Although their perch looked precarious, they were completely at ease, enthusiastic travelers. Seymour wrestled with the wheel as the oversized tires bounced over the uneven desert track that served as a rough road. Ahead stretched the ancient sea bottom of Windy, a series of low basins, dry pans, broken by rocky ridges marking the ancient tectonic plate boundaries.

In the pans low mounding shrubs hunkered down under the wind, growing at regular intervals. Looking like pale blue starfish, they were spaced from each other at the limits of their ever-thirsty root systems. Under their stiff, prickly branches hid the starchy underground mong tubers the !Dran subsisted on.

More tree-like vegetation grew in the flat washes that fanned out regularly from the ridges, hinting at underground water flows.

The roar of the engine and the ceaseless wind tearing through the open cockpit made normal human communication impossible. Seymour’s ear protectors cut the noise to bearable levels. Decked out in aviator’s helmet and goggles, he concentrated on the task ahead.

Through his sound attenuators he could hear clicks and chirps as his passengers managed to talk through the din. While he was now wearing headgear, their ceremonial head pieces were off and tucked into their carry bags. More reminders of how well they were attuned to the wind. And how different they were from humans.

With their ears uncovered, Seymour could see their unusually complex spiral inner structure. The early Bureau reps guessed it would increase hearing sensitivity, perhaps to compensate for the ceaseless background noise of the wind, but no one really knew what it was for. So they called it a “spiral organ” and left it at that.

 

“We don’t even understand their biology, let alone their culture.” Genni’s words came back to him. They’d been sitting over coffee in the station soon after she’d arrived.

“What’s unusual about their biology?”
“How they reproduce, for example. Ever see !Dran mating?”
“No, but I could say that about a lot of humans also.”
She paused. He’d wondered if she might take it as a leading remark.

But she’d been purely professional. “Okay. Ever see a pregnant !Dran female?”
“Not to my knowledge.” He paused. “Maybe it’s a seasonal thing, or they keep them hidden, you know, some kinda taboo.”
“See what I mean? Just a lot of maybes.”
“What’s so important? We know they reproduce because they have young, er, children.”
“Not many, and the smallest ones don’t look very strong.”
“It’s a tough environment. Not a lot of food. Maybe a lot of’em don’t make it.”
“That’s what I thought at first, but there are more older ones than young ones, and it should be the opposite. If a lot of them die in childhood, there should be more babies. Also, I can’t prove it from the small sample I’ve seen, but there seem to be a lot at about the same age, about half grown, and far fewer in other age groups.”
“Yeah, I think you’re right about that.”
“I hope it’s not some side effect of our food. The Bureau wouldn’t like that at all. But to find out, I’d have to survey children in outlying clans, away from Galactic’s impact area.”
“You may be in luck. Powler tells me it’s time to look for the next mining site.”
“How far would that be from here?”
He pointed to a map on the wall. “The ore concentrations occur sporadically along the seams of what the geophysicists think are ancient tectonic plates. The station is located near the junction of three of the seams. We’re moving out along all three ridges in a big circle from the station. Satellite recon shows there may be another metal outcrop about twenty kilometers or so from camp 3.”
“Hm. That might be far enough for me, but probably not for your cultural problem.”
“Why not?”
“With nomadic and herding desert cultures on Earth, word spreads quickly, even when settlements are scattered, but goods take longer. You need to find pre-contact !Dran, uncontaminated by the cargo cult Galactic has created. !Dran that are out of the loop. I only need to find unfed !Dran.” She paused. “How much do they network anyway?”
“Well, there’s nothing in the records to indicate that they get together in big groups, if that’s what you mean. In fact, they seem to shun large gatherings.”
“Hm. Desert caravans on Earth carried news to isolated settlements, and then there were the storytellers in medieval times.”
“No caravans here—no herds, no beasts of burden, no domesticated animals at all.”
“And we don’t know if the !Dran have anything like an oral tradition.” She sighed. “But according to the reports, after the shock of the first landing, every !Dran we met knew all about us. They must have some way of communicating.”
 

His passengers’ clicks and chirps suddenly increased in frequency. He snapped back to the present and slowed the crawler.

“What’s up?” he chirped over the wind to the affable !Tkai, sitting next to him.

!Tkai looked even more pleased than usual. He was sitting up, staring straight ahead. “Rolgo!he, I sense others of the clan ahead.” The !Dran couldn’t manage the “S” sound at all, so he used his last name when dealing with them.

Seymour scanned the empty desert landscape for signs of other !Dran. The crawler was crossing one of the low basins, blue mounds repeating monotonously in all directions.

They were heading directly into the wind, and a thick bank of gunmetal grey clouds had appeared on the forward horizon, roughly at the ridge. The clouds seemed to be moving toward them in a hurry.

“I don’t see anything,” he said finally. “Where are they?”
!Tkai tilted his head briefly, then gestured vaguely into the distance ahead. “That way.”
It was useless to ask how far, as the !Dran had no quantitative measure of distance.

He tried again. “Are they near?”
“I sense them well.” He looked back for confirmation to !Dgi!Dgi, the other passenger, who nodded her assent. Like !Tkai, she was sitting up straight, face forward, ears pricked up.

“Perhaps they are at Bonn!ho,” said !Dgi!Dgi. “We may catch them there.”
Up ahead the road would pass close to a large pool of water near the base of the ridge. Seymour estimated that the Bonn!ho oasis was about two to three klicks away, certainly not much closer.

How could they know that other !Dran were so far up ahead? Certainly not visually, and he doubted they could hear anything in all the wind.

That left smell or telepathy. No telepathic aliens had ever been found, and the !Dran weren’t likely to be the first. As to smell, well, their noses weren’t even quivering. He shrugged and kicked the crawler into gear again as the first fat drops of rain arrived.

By the time they reached Bonn!ho oasis in mid-afternoon the rain was falling steadily and Seymour was half soaked. This storm was much more substantial than the rain squalls he had seen so far that cut the oppressive daytime heat, but left little moisture behind. The !Dran appeared unconcerned by the rain. While not completely waterproof, their fur caused water to bead up instead of soaking in.

Standing in a small huddle under one of the oasis trees were three of !Tkai’s clan, their headpieces wet but recognizable. Seymour turned to !Tkai. “Are these the persons you ‘sensed’?”
!Tkai nodded. “My brother !Gai, and his sons.”
Seymour nudged the crawler under the shelter of a clump of trees on the ridge side of the pool, where the vegetation was the thickest.

“Let’s stop here for a while and wait for the rain to pass.”
“Indeed. I wish to talk to my clan about the unfortunate accident,” said !Tkai in the slow, formal speech the elders used in dealing with humans. He bowed slightly to Seymour, then incongruously climbed onto his seat and hopped out of the crawler, followed by !Dgi!Dgi.

Seymour sighed. This outing was going to Hell as fast as it could. !Dran were long-winded when conferring with their own clan, especially discussing accident settlements. He rooted around in the crawler boot until he found a torn rain poncho wrapped around a tool box. He put it on and tried to raise Camp 4 on the radio.

Nothing, just static. He tried the station; same result. And the rain was not letting up. Sheets of wind-driven rain lashed the surface of the pond, making waves that broke against the fringing reeds. The sky was dark grey in all directions, even back the way they had come.

No way to avoid this one by driving around it. And the worst thing was, he was getting hungry. He thought of looking in the crawler for emergency food bars, but then he’d have to share them with the ever-hungry !Dran.

Time passed. The !Dran talked on, moving deeper into the shelter of the trees as the rain increased. Seymour fiddled with the radio sporadically, more for something to do than with any hope of having it work.

By late afternoon he was wet, cold, and bored. Bureau be damned, he was just about to stomp over and break up their conversation when he heard a low rumble coming from the direction of the ridge. The rumble became a roar. A wall of grey-brown material rushed down the slope toward the oasis.

Mud slide! And headed right at him faster than a flash flood.

He heard yelling as he raced toward the crawler and leaped into the driver’s seat. He was yelling.

The engine caught with a roar and he backed the crawler away from the sheltering tree. He looked around wildly for high ground—Christ, he hadn’t even noticed that the crawler was in a wash! At the speed the mud was moving he had less than a minute to get out of the way. He started up the gentle slope of the wash, wheels spinning as the saturated ground crumbled under the weight of the vehicle. Worse, the crawler was actually sinking into the soft ground.

He gunned the motor and clutched the steering wheel. The crawler fish-tailed and slid backward. He crammed it into lowest gear, adjusting his angle of attack to lessen the slope. The wheels spun. He eased off on the accelerator and tried again. The crawler moved slowly, stuck again, then suddenly grabbed hold.

It shot forward, whiplashing Seymour’s head violently. But he was out of the wash and moving away from the mud.

He stopped the crawler at the top of the rise and looked back. Below him the wash was a river of mud and debris roaring toward the oasis pool. His neck ached and his whole body was shaking. His heart pounded so hard he felt sick to his stomach. He sagged back into the seat and suddenly remembered the !Dran. He fumbled for the binoculars and scanned with shaking hands. The tree had disappeared, swept away by a vast moving plain of mud and rocks. A roaring, churning disaster.

They were gone.

The first known accidental deaths of elders, and on his watch. What would they think of him? Of all humans?

He replayed the last hour in his mind, trying to see how he could have changed the outcome.

If he hadn’t been so preoccupied, could he have foreseen the torrent? Warned them? He felt a sudden wave of remorse.

Would the !Dran hold him responsible? Would Galactic or the Bureau? The mud below was a metaphor for the deepening mire of his situation.

 

The return trip was a cold, wet nightmare that took over two hours. Seymour was soaked. He got colder and colder as the ride continued, the wind colluding with the rain to strip away his body heat. Finally, the temperature of his body matched the coldness in his soul.

Hunched down in the torn poncho, he remembered another miserable ride, down the side of Mount Waiealeale in Hawaii as a child. Then, as now, he had been riding in an open vehicle in the rain. He’d huddled with his brother in the back seat as they descended from the cool rainy summit. He remembered getting progressively colder and stiffer, the two of them lapsing into frozen silence. Then, miraculously, toward the bottom of the mountain they had broken out of the clouds into balmy summer weather. By the time they reached the highway, he and his brother were ready for ice cream cones.

He looked up at the leaden sky. No ice cream today.
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It was almost full dark, and rain hammered steadily when he finally saw the station lights about a klick away.

As he approached, his headlights picked out little groups of !Dran straggling in toward the station. Chilled to the bone, he garaged the crawler and entered the station by a side door.

An unfamiliar musky odor hung in the air and all the lights seemed to be on.

As he passed by a doorway he peered into the Great Hall. Inside were several dozen natives. He guessed they were taking shelter from the storm.

!Dran of all ages were entering. As they crossed the threshold they shook themselves like dogs to fling the water from their pelts. Most had shed their sodden headpieces, but from their belt designs he recognized them as the clans from around camps one and two, the closest to the station.

They appeared as forlorn as refugees everywhere, their movements aimless and tentative. He thought of the elders, dead under the mud flow. How many others would perish tonight?

The musky odor was stronger in here. It was probably wet fur, and the ventilators pushed the smell throughout the station. It trailed him down the hall.

Genni met him as he turned into the living quarters wing. Her face was somewhat flushed, almost glowing. “I’m so glad you’re back safe,” she blurted out. “I was so worried.” She searched his face. “You’re almost blue from the cold.”
Seymour grunted, afraid his teeth would chatter when he tried to speak. He half-turned and pointed back toward the Great Hall, speaking carefully through semi-clenched teeth. “The !Dran…?”
“They started coming when the storm hit. They seem to think it’s going to rain for some time, and the pans will flood. The station’s on high ground. Sort of a metal cave to them, I guess. I couldn’t very well turn them away.”
“N-n-no-o, I g-guess n-not,” he stuttered, giving in to the shivering.

She put her hand on his shoulder. “You’re freezing, soaked to the bone. Go take a hot shower and I’ll bring you something to drink.”
He stared at her without speaking, surprised, then turned and stumbled off to his room, the musky air whistling after him.

The station had been built for functionality, with private sleeping rooms and communal showers. He stayed under the hot water for a long time. He was cold, hungry and beaten. Confusing images swam behind his eyes—dead !Tkai, moving walls of mud, Genni’s smile. Finally the shivering stopped and he turned off the shower. Feeling like a half-poached rat he started back to his room, wearing nothing but his grey Galactic bathrobe and a pair of scuffs.

The hallway reeked of wet !Dran fur.

The door to Genni’s cabin was open. He knocked lightly on the door frame and looked in. Across the small space she was bent over, rummaging through a drawer. He was astonished to see that the light in the room came from a number of candles.

“Wha…candles?”
She extracted a small bottle and straightened up. Her hair was loose around her face and she was smiling. “Oh, hi, Seymour. Come on in.” She gestured with the bottle. I’ve found something to help you recover from the chill.”
“Maybe I’d better get dressed and come back.” He started to back away, then noticed that she was no longer wearing her work jump suit, was in fact also in a bathrobe. “Is it something to drink?”
“What you have on is fine. Come on in before you get cold again.”
He stepped across the threshold and into the room, feeling awkward. It was the first time he’d been in her cabin.

She offered him a cup of hot liquid and an energy bar. “Here, take these and sit down.”
“Uh, thanks. I’m bushed.”
He took a bite from the bar, suddenly remembered !Tkai. He told her briefly about the mud slide and the deaths. Her reaction puzzled him. He’d expected her to be concerned, even grieving, but she said little. She seemed to be preoccupied, and there was an odd glint in her eyes.

“Well, it’s probably not the first time. In a storm like this, anything can happen.”
She patted him gently on the back. “Don’t worry about it now, you’ve been through a lot.”
She brushed past him to close the door, leaving a trail of sweet scent. He had a sudden impulse to bury his nose in her hair. Where did that come from?
To cover his confusion he hastily sipped whatever was in the cup. And burned his tongue on the scalding liquid. “Ow! This stuff’s molten! What is it?”
“Sorry, I thought you’d still be cold. It’s an herbal tea. I microwaved the hell out of it.”
“Thanks for the thought, anyway.”
“You’re more than welcome. Seymour, sit down, you look uncomfortable.”
“Oh, sure, thanks.” He looked around and crunched into the food bar. “Where’d you get all the candles?”
“In a storage cabinet in the kitchen. They’re emergency lights, I guess.”
He shook his head. “I can’t imagine Galactic sending candles all the way out here.”
“They’re great, anyway.” She gave him a wide smile. “I like how they flicker. It makes even this cubicle look mysterious.”
A simmering pause. He slurped the tea gingerly. He couldn’t quite place the flavor, but it was sweet and spicy and warming. Through it the odor of wet !Dran fur permeated the air. He finished off the energy bar and began to relax.

Genni patted the end of the bunk. “Sit down here and take off your robe.” She slurred the words just slightly.

“Ah, I’m…I’m not wearing anything else,” he said hoarsely.

“Just loosen the top, then. I want to massage your neck and shoulders. It’ll prevent stiff muscles from that cold, wet ride.”
She drew out the last words, just the touch of a drawl in her voice.

Seymour looked at her sharply. Where was the crisp professional? Off duty? She seemed suddenly very soft and womanly, even desirable.

She waved the bottle at him. “Massage oil, just what you need.”
Massage oil? Was this a seduction? Or was he reading something into this sudden friendliness? He took another gulp of the tea and sat down tentatively on the bed.

She moved around behind him and opened the bottle. Seymour tensed for the expected touch of cold fingers, but they were warm instead.

He sniffed. “I smell cinnamon.”
She laughed. “It’s a scented oil. Edible, too.” Her expert fingers kneaded around the base of his neck.

“Oh, that feels good, it really does.” He closed his eyes and let his head drop forward.

“That’s right, luv, just relax into it.”
Luv? She’d never called him that before. What was going on? He realized he didn’t care. Time slowed. She worked along his shoulders and over his shoulder blades. The cinnamon mixed with the sweet smell from her hair cascaded down onto him. As his neck and shoulders relaxed, he became aware that another part of him was reacting in quite another way.

She slipped his robe off his shoulders and arms. Her hair brushed his shoulders. Her knuckles raked down his back in long, sweeping arcs. When he felt warm breath on his neck he turned to look at her. Her robe had fallen open, revealing pale firm breasts. She raised her head, face flushed, and looked at him. There was something feral in her eyes.

Suddenly she was in his arms and they were embracing ferociously. He fell back on the bed and pulled her down on top of him in a tangle of bathrobes. She straddled him with her legs, making little guttural noises deep in her throat as they kissed. He penetrated her in a single lunge and almost passed out in the rush of pleasure. He couldn’t remember sex being this intense.

They rutted hungrily, insatiably, for what seemed like hours. In the flickering candlelight their writhing shadows danced madly on the walls. Seymour was dimly aware of the roar of the storm in the background.

 

Something was wrong. Seymour awoke with a start deep in the planet’s night. The room was pitch dark, the air heavy and damp. Next to him, Gen-ni was asleep, breathing softly. He lay still and listened, waiting for his brain to sort it out. He twisted around to look for the standard clock over the door.

Nothing.

No clock.

That was strange, all rooms had them. Then as he came more awake he realized that for once the station was quiet. Of course! No clock, no blowers—power failure. The generators must be out. He’d have to get up and look at them.

Genni turned over as he started to ease himself up. “Mmm?”
“Genni? You awake?”
“Mmm. Maybe.”
“Power’s out. I have to go look at the generators.”
She reached for him. “Come back soon?”
He bent down, found her lips in the blackness. “You bet.” She responded with a deep, warm kiss. He nuzzled her hair and hugged her. He was surprised at how hard it was to force himself to leave the bed, caught by a surge of desire. He wrenched his thoughts to the generators, and got up from the bunk. Moving cautiously, he picked up the emergency flashlight hanging on the wall by the door.

“Okay, I’m on my way. Be back soon as I can.”
“Mmm. Hope so.”
He was halfway down the hall before he realized he was naked.

Sheepishly he returned to his room for some clothes.

 

A few minutes later, Seymour entered the broad main corridor of the station. As he passed the Great Hall he cut his light so as not to attract attention. The musty odor was quite pronounced, with the giant blowers stilled. In the darkness he could hear the !Dran chirping and clicking softly.

He paused for a moment in the doorway, listening to noises of shifting bodies and some unfamiliar squeals and grunts. He wondered how many natives had come in overnight, and if he was expected to feed them.

The main generator was located in the back next to the crawler garage, in a covered porch open to the outside for easy refueling. Through this opening the force of the storm had reached the generator. Wet grit and bits of vegetation were plastered everywhere, on the walls of the porch and on the generator.

He shone his light outside into wet blackness. It was still raining, but the wind had dropped. A quick check showed that the tank was low in fuel, but not empty. Most likely there was water and grit in the system. Maybe only in the air intake, he hoped. He’d have to disassemble the manifold and clean it out, not something he could do in the dark with just a flashlight.

He checked his watch. It would start getting light in about two hours.

He straightened up. It could wait. He thought of Genni lying warm and eager, and he knew just what they could do to pass the time.
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A muffled crash. He awakened, mind clouded with remnants of erotic dreams.

Grey daylight illuminated Genni’s room from the single window above the bed. From the sounds he could tell it was still raining.

Crash!

“Did you hear that?” he asked.

Genni lay very still, startled eyes wide open. “Hope the station isn’t coming apart.”
“Doubt it. And there’s nothing to fall on it either. We’re out in the open.”
“So what was it?”
“Guess we’ll have to go look.”
She disentangled herself and sat up. “Ohmigosh. Look at this room. What have we been doing?”
He put an arm around her, cupping her breast in his hand. “Don’t tell me you don’t remember.”
“Of course I do. That was rhetorical.” She leaned against him. “Mmm. You feel good.”
He leaned over and kissed her, intending only a light peck. Instead he felt himself falling toward her, almost unable to break away. Reluctantly he pulled back, looked into her surprised eyes. “Wow.”
“Wow indeed. Either you’re the sexiest man I’ve ever met, or there’s something going on here that I don’t understand.”
Crash!

“Good Lord, it sounds like…I’d better get out there. If it’s !Dran, no telling what they may be getting into.

They looked at each other. “The food stores!” Genni said.

Seymour struggled into his clothes. “Talking about food, I need some. In fact, I’m starving.”
“Food and coffee.” She rolled her eyes. “Do we have electricity yet?” She looked at the silent clock. “No, of course not.”
“Uh, I was waiting for daylight to fix the generator.”
“Damn. I’d kill for a hot coffee.” She paused. “Okay, I’ll see what I can scrounge for breakfast. Meantime, there are some food bars in the top drawer of the desk. Pass me one, will you? I’ve got to take a shower and repair the damage.”
“What damage?” He looked at her. “You look beautiful.”
“Thank you sir, but I fear lust has impaired your perceptions.”
“Not at all. I’m very perceptive.”
“Well, then you’re just saying that so I’ll sleep with you again.”
‘Which you will?”
“Most assuredly.” She smiled her wide, suddenly very inviting, smile.

Seymour fought down images of her spread-eagled on the bed beneath him, smiling that very same smile. “Okay, no more of that for now. I’ve got to get out there.”
He grabbed for a food bar and tossed one back to her, then rushed out of the room. He closed the door firmly behind him.

 

As he entered the hallway he could hear hammering noises coming from the direction of the storerooms.

Damn. They were going after the food. In the dim hallway something moved. He was surprised to see a young male !Dran come out of one of the unused bedrooms. They usually avoided enclosed spaces like the plague, and had never penetrated this deep into the station before.

He cleared his throat, chirped. “Uh, were you looking for something?”
The !Dran shuffled toward him without speaking, staring at the unopened food bar.

As he passed, he made a sudden lunge, tearing it out of Seymour’s grasp. The hard, dense body sent Seymour sprawling against the metal wall and out of the way.

“Hey! Give that back, you bloody ‘roo!” Seymour shouted at the retreating back.

Without thinking he picked himself up and started after the intruder. The !Dran’s long hops took him quickly around a corner and out of sight. Seymour burst into the main hallway and stopped short.

There were !Dran everywhere, mostly young males, but some females and older adult males as well. The smell of wet fur was strong even though they didn’t seem to be particularly wet. They stood in small groups, eyeing each other and moving restlessly. He heard low muttering. They seemed edgy and preoccupied. Seymour’s first impression was of a gathering of young street toughs.

He looked more carefully for the source of his feeling. Their fur was unkempt, headgear askew or absent, their already minimal clothing mostly missing. Some of them sported what looked like bite marks.

Fighting? !Dran?

There were little shoving incidents, like school boys waiting for the morning bell.

He was amazed. Up to now, all !Dran had been unfailingly, even relentlessly polite, with each other as well as with the Earthmen. Their behavior was a series of elaborate manners and spacing rituals.

Overnight all that had changed. He suddenly remembered Genni. Things had changed for everyone.

He turned to the closest group, a group of three males, one of them clearly an elder. Maybe he could find out what was going on.

“Calm be with you, brother,” he whistled.

The elder nodded curtly and looked away.

The hammering stopped. Seymour heard a loud crash, and cries of victory. The storeroom door must have been breached. The !Dran in the hallway turned toward the sound, and, pushing and shoving each other, moved in an unruly mob toward the food room.

Damn, Damn, DAMN.

He considered his options. He was alone and unarmed. Galactic had not provided him with weapons because the !Dran were not considered to be hostile, and there were no predators on the planet. Not that a hand weapon would do much good against a mob of that size anyway.

The food storage room had only been locked to discourage casual pilfering. Once inside, they’d find everything in easily accessible pouches: concentrated, dehydrated, or dried food.

Not even any decent cans to slow them down.

Damn. What he couldn’t understand was why they hadn’t at least tried asking him or Genni first.

His stomach growled. Damn again. He was hungry and going to be more so soon, he suspected.

Maybe a little diplomacy could salvage something. He followed after the crowd, adopting a confidant, determined gait.

As he rounded the bend in the narrow corridor, he ran headlong into a large !Dran carrying a sack of food packages. The native jostled past, shoving him roughly aside.

“Hey,” he yelled, then realized he was speaking English.

He struggled to his feet, tried to walk toward the front of the mob. !Dran were moving in all directions. He tripped over a foot or a tail and went down again.

He desperately shoved his way up. The mob was a churning flow of furred bodies. He felt himself being crushed against the wall.

The press was so intense he couldn’t take a breath. He struggled helplessly, pushing desperately against the hard, unyielding bodies.

Black clouds gathered around his visual field and he knew he would pass out soon if he didn’t get some air. He was aware of some intense shoving around him, then the blackness swallowed him.

 

He crawled slowly up out of the depths, a welcome lightness singing in his chest. He could breathe!

“Unh?” he croaked. He opened his eyes. Tried to focus. He was lying on the floor. Genni was sitting next to him. The station was quiet.

She looked at him anxiously. “Thank God you’re back. I was frantic. How do you feel?”
He felt bruised all over and dazed. “Unh…?

“You have to do better than that.”
“Wha…?” He felt himself drifting off.

“Come on, wake up. Talk to me, Rogers.” Her voice was strained.

Seymour opened his eyes and looked at her. She had a bruise on her cheek.

“You haven’t been out long, luckily. The !Dran were very fast. They tore through here like a horde of locusts, cleaned us out in record time. I got here as they were carrying out the last of the sacks. I guess I yelled at them and one of them bared his teeth at me! When I tried to get to you they just about ran me down. Casually brushed me out of the way. Imagine! What happened to those friendly creatures? Then they grabbed the crawlers and headed off. One of the elders had stowed you in this corner out of the way of the mob. That was the only thing that saved you from being completely trampled…”
He realized she was babbling, probably afraid. He was pretty shook up himself. “Unh.”
“Come on, luv, you can do better than that. Here, try this.”
She waved a cup of liquid under his nose. Warm, damp fumes tickled his nostrils…hot coffee! He reached for it with shaking hands, sipped. “Unh. Where’d you…get this?”
“They missed the kitchen, actually. Stupid station designers did us a favor, putting the storage room in a different wing from the cooking facilities. I never understood the logic before, but it sure worked this time. So we have a little food left.”
He slurped the hot liquid greedily. “This is…warm?”
“I used a can of Sterno.”
“Good girl.” He looked at her. Tense and shaken, she was still damned attractive. “Help me up and we’ll go exploring.”
“I’m starving.” She giggled raggedly. “Let’s eat what’s left before they come back.”
 

They split up to reconnoiter the station. It was gloomy and dark without lights, but the wind had let up and it was raining only fitfully.

Without air blowers, the scent of wet fur hung heavily in the corridors and the Great Hall.

In the radio room Seymour read the logs from three of the four mining camps. Groups of !Dran sheltering from the storm overnight turning into raiding parties, going after food stores and stealing crawlers. The miners were generally okay, but edgy. They had managed to barricade themselves and protect most of their food, then a number of fist fights had broken out.

Most of the crawlers were gone, though, so they were effectively isolated from each other. A couple of the messages ended with crude references to him and Genni. Seymour shook his head. The jokes were escalating.

There were two messages from Fowler. The first was from last night, wondering why Seymour had not shown up with the elders. The second, from this morning, was in response to an alert from Camp 2 about the storm and the !Dran. Camp 4 was the farthest out. They had not seen any rain, and everything was okay. They were battening down just in case.

Seymour was puzzled. He checked the weather satellite data: the storm was not a continent-wide event. Rather, it was centered over the station and the close-in camps, moving slowly in the absence of the usual winds. Camp 4 would get it soon. He pocketed the message to share with Genni.

With the remaining power in the batteries he microwaved short messages to Galactic and the Bureau, but without much hope of quick replies. How fast a message got through depended on whether it was intercepted by a Jump ship and relayed. He could imagine Galactic’s response anyway.

It was two months before the scheduled supply shipment. Now it would be an evacuation shuttle. If they survived that long.

Overnight the situation on Windy had turned from a marginal mining operation into a full-scale revolt. Who knew what the !Dran were capable of? He shoved aside the tiredness of defeat and concentrated on getting the station running again.

It took him the rest of the day to get the generator going. Against the wet gloom outside, the lights blazed cheerily. Even the noisy hum of the air blowers was welcome.

That night they collapsed into bed, exhaustion overriding everything else. But by first light they were passionately entwined again.

Behind Genni’s enthusiastic smile Seymour sensed a bewilderment.

The next two days they worked steadily, hiding their little remaining food and barricading entrances in case the !Dran should return.

They radioed back and forth to the mining camps. No one had seen any !Dran since the raids. The Camp 4 workers had disappeared in advance of the storm and had not returned.

The messages were larded with dirty jokes. Seymour didn’t tell Genni about them. No sense upsetting her more.

They worked apart mostly, trying to come to grips with their sudden mutual attraction. At first, Seymour found it hard to concentrate on anything else, but over the course of the storm the obsession and physical craving slowly diminished.

What replaced it was a deepening dread of his future. With no hope of pulling the operation out of its slump, he was finished in two months. What would he do? Become a mechanic on the ore ships from other planets? It was hard to think of anything else.

He wrenched his thoughts away from his growing panic and focused on their immediate situation: a handful of humans, spread out over a hundred klicks of desert, surrounded by a planetful of inexplicably hostile aliens.

They had to find a way to combine forces.

In the main garage Genni found a beat-up crawler that had been cannibalized for parts. When they had finished reinforcing the station, they ransacked the storage sheds and managed to find enough parts to make it run with a little judicious hot wiring.

Over meager meals, they worried.

“The thing I don’t understand is the correlation between the storm and the change in their behavior,” Genni said. “Why should they go berserk just because it rains?”
Seymour shrugged. “Don’t have a clue.”
“And where are the !Dran going that they need crawlers?”
“They don’t have anyplace to go besides the villages. And they’re nothing. Just a few crude huts.”
“Well, we should try to find out.”
“Yeah, I suppose. Not that it’ll make any difference. Who’s gonna care? When Galactic packs up, no one will ever come to this backwater planet again.”
She looked at him crossly. “Don’t you want to know what happened? If I were hit by a two by four I’d want to know who was carrying it.”
He stared at her. She continued, “You’ve been dragging around here for days feeling sorry for yourself. How can that help? Maybe we can solve this and turn the situation around.”
“Okay,” he said slowly. It dawned on him that losing Genni would be the worst part of leaving Windy. And he’d better do whatever it took to keep that from happening.

“Good. Let’s get to work. I’ve been looking in the station records. They don’t go back beyond six years, but there’s nothing to indicate this kind of wet weather.”
“Hm. ‘Course, back home, that’s not unusual. In the Australian desert it rains someplace every year, but you can’t predict where. Any one place could go years without getting wet.”
“Really? How do the plants and animals survive?”
“They kinda hunker down, I guess, and wait. When it does rain, all Hell busts loose. The bushes bloom, flowers all over, lots of bugs. Toads and birds singing night and day.”
“Right, now I remember. There’s one glorious spring of flowers and fruit and reproducing. Then the plants set seed, and the animals go underground to wait for the next time.”
“Something like that.”
“That gives me an idea. Windy is a desert. If it’s the same kinda story here, maybe the !Dran are caught up in the cycle as well. And their crazy behavior…” she looked at him intently,”…is how they reproduce.”
“Could be. But ‘roos mate pretty much anytime, and they live in dry places.”
“Okay, we don’t understand how the !Dran breed, but that’s because we’ve never seen anything like mating or pregnancy. Maybe this explains why. They only breed when it rains.”
“In a desert? No wonder they’re grouchy.”
“No, seriously—”
He didn’t see it. “They’re animals, not plants. Getting wet makes them horny?”
She shook her head. “No, it can’t be that. Look, I only minored in biology before getting into psych, but even we cross-cultural envoys know that behavior doesn’t change without some kind of stimulus. The question is, what was the stimulus?”
“Maybe they were hungry.”
“!Dran are always hungry. And there’s another thing…” She bit her lip, hesitated. “Well, what happened to us.”
Seymour stared at her. “What was that?”
“I mean, most of the time I feel like a rabbit in rut, or we’re in the sack screwing like weasels, We didn’t even like each other last week. It’s fun, but it just doesn’t make any sense. Especially coming on so fast.”
“You mean .. ?
“Right. Whatever turned the !Dran into a mob did something to us.”
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With the suddenness of desert storms, it was all over. They awoke one morning to sunlight pouring through the window.

Genni was ecstatic. “Let’s get outta here!”
She bolted to the kitchen and hastily prepared breakfast from their dwindling supplies.

Seymour trailed after her. He sensed that his life was changing in ways he couldn’t control. It was unnerving, and he wasn’t ready for what was coming.

Nevertheless, he hot-wired the battered crawler and they headed off in the general direction of Camp 1.

The hard sandy surface was dark and soaked, and in the distance they could see water glinting in the flooded pans. The last of the clouds scudded away behind them, driven by the prevailing wind.

Through his preoccupation, Seymour saw that something was different.

The desert was transformed. At the edge of the first pan, he stopped the crawler. In place of the monotonous blue mounds was a riot of color. The desert shrubs were blooming!

They got out and stumbled down the gentle slope into a field of flowers. Dark blue leaves surrounding small pink blooms topped the mounds. At odd intervals clusters of large crimson trumpets protruded from the pink flowers. A carpet of shorter plants bearing blooms of various colors covered the desert floor between the blue shrubs. Small flying creatures zipped among the flowers.

“Wow. Wow,” said Genni. “The Bureau biologists would love this. It’s a whole new ecology. These plants are totally unknown. The seed must just sit in the ground waiting for rain. And those bugs, or something, what are they? Where’s that vidcam? I’ll have to record it and take samples, but for now, I just wanna enjoy it.” She stretched languorously.

Stirred, Seymour started toward her, but a strong sweet smell stopped him. He sniffed at the closest mound.

“Where’s the smell coming from?” he asked. “The pink ones don’t smell.”
Genni bent over and sniffed. “It’s the red ones. Wow, what amazing perfume! These flowers make me feel good just smelling them.”
She poked her hand into the shrub to pick one. “They come from under the mounds. Of course! These must be the mong flowers! This is where the !Dran find the tubers.” She picked several of the mong flowers. “The smell is so gorgeous, I’ve just got to have a few of them.” She cradled them carefully in her lap and they were off again, sailing across a blue sea of color.

Everywhere the desert bloomed. Between the splashes of color, the bright warm sunlight and the sweet scents, Seymour felt his gloom diminishing.

After an hour, there was still no sign of the !Dran. He stopped the crawler. “I think we’ll head for a place where there are some caves in the wall of the ridge. They may have wanted to shelter from the storm.”
“Okay. Any place we can hide when we get there?” She shuddered. “I don’t think I want to run into a mob of them just yet.”
 

They turned off onto a faint track that was soon engulfed in flowers.

“Hope you can find the way. Everything is so overgrown.”
“I head for the shorter flowers. Plants in the track are more likely to be stunted.”
Within a few minutes they found the first of the crawlers, lying on its side in a small ravine. A litter of empty food wrappings fanned out around it, mired in the wet soil.

“Good call,” said Genni.

“Not real neat, are they?” grunted Seymour, slowing the crawler.

“They came, they conquered, they littered. I hope no one was hurt.”
They passed by without stopping. Half a klick further along, they spied the first !Dran in the distance, a tawny patch amidst the blooms. Once they found the first one, their eyes quickly picked out another and another. The concentration increased as they entered a narrow valley leading to the caves. There were !Dran everywhere—sitting, standing, browsing in the bushes, rough-housing, lying around.

As the crawler approached the gathering, Genni gasped. “There must be hundreds of !Dran here. It looks like a mega cousins’ get-together.” She turned to him. “You said they didn’t gather like this.”
He shrugged, shook his head. “Uh, they don’t. Didn’t.”
Uncertain of their reception, they stopped the crawler on the top of a low rise and scanned the group with binoculars.

After minutes of intense watching she said, “The clans are all mixed up. Look at all the different headpieces. Hm. Where are their aprons—oh.”
“Uh-huh.” Adopting a deep, insinuating voice he said, “Notice anything else?”
The closest !Dran sported a bright pink member hanging down from beneath the curve of its belly. Nearby was an individual with a distinctly rosy flush to its under tail area.

She stared at Seymour, eyes wide. “They look, uh, sexy.”
“Nice way to put it.”
“Well, you can sure tell the sexes apart without looking at their headpieces.”
He laughed. “You mean, they look like horny ‘roos.”
“They sure do. The males must carry their sex organs up in the body cavity. For some reason they’re now protruding. And the females look like some of those apes on earth with big red targets.”
“Rutting season, as you suggested?”
“Seems like it.”
“Something else is different. Look at their ears.”
“They’re…bushy, or something.”
“Not “bushy,’ it’s their spiral organ. Either they’ve folded back their ears and uncovered it, or it’s enlarged.”
“Spiral…organ…” she said slowly, “oh, yes, that stuff in their ears. I didn’t know it was a separate organ.”
“No one else did either, until now.”
“They look like little TV antennas sticking up out of their heads. No, that’s not quite right—more like bottle brushes.”
“Hey, what are those two doing over there?” Seymour pointed to a spot on the edge of the gathering. Two tawny forms were rolling about in the low shrubs.

They watched for several more minutes. Finally Genni broke the silence.

“Well, now we’ve seen !Dran mating. I feel like a damned voyeur.”
“All in the cause of knowledge…uh oh, we’ve attracted attention.” Several of the nearest !Dran were staring at them, then one started whistling back to the center of the crowd. The humans couldn’t pick out individual words, but it was obviously an alert.

They scrambled back to the crawler.

“We’re out of here,” Seymour said, restarting the motor. “I don’t want to chance an incident. Maybe what we saw was taboo to outsiders.”
Genni touched her fading bruise. “Yeah, they look pretty relaxed, but who knows what they’ll do?”
 

She was quiet on the return trip. Seymour could almost hear the little wheels grinding in her head. She rode most of the time with her nose in the mong flowers, deep in thought. Arranged in a large bouquet, they later filled the kitchen with their perfume.

Over a meager dinner he finally said, “Penny for your thoughts.”
“I’m still trying to identify the behavioral trigger. Tell me again about that trip you took just before the rains. How did the !Dran know in advance that you were going to find that other group?”
“Haven’t a clue. We were too far away to see them, and the wind was very loud. They couldn’t have heard them.”
“Did you ask !Tkai?”
“Yeah, he said he sensed them.”
“What word did he use?”
“Knu.”
“That’s the word for smell.”
“Not literally.”
“Which way was the wind blowing?”
“Straight at us. It’s bloody uncomfortable driving with them because you have to fold the windshield down.”
“So you were downwind of the other !Dran.”
“Yeah, but the distance…”
“On Earth, male moths can detect female pheromones on the wind down to the level of a few parts per billion. They have fancy antennae that comb the particles of hormone out of the air. Then they fly upwind to find the females.” She paused. “What if the spiral organs are scent detectors?”
“Why would they need ‘em?”
“Well, the !Dran evolved in a windy, dry place. They can’t grow crops because the conditions aren’t right, so they’re stuck in a hunting and gathering economy. They have to scour the landscape in small groups to find enough food.”
“Yeah, they’re pretty skinny, for sure.”
“So, how do they keep in touch with each other, or know how to avoid places already visited by another group?”
He caught her drift. “By scent?”
“Well, you have to admit that knowing in advance that a place is likely to be stripped is more efficient than going all the way there and then being disappointed.”
“Hm. That’s ingenious. But why are their spiral organs distended now? All the local clans are together. Who’s left to smell for?”
“Well, it could just be hyperstimulation, but I think it’s part of their sexual transformation. And if I’m right, then maybe the behavioral trigger is a hormone.”
“A sex hormone?”
“Possibly. Remember the musky smell we had in here during the storm? Maybe it wasn’t wet fur after all. Then when the air blowers failed it magnified the effect.”
“I’m listening.”
“Look, what we’ve seen is a culture that exists in conditions of chronic scarcity broken by occasional good times. !Dran clans are a spacing mechanism: they have food-hunting territories because the food is scattered. So they live in small foraging groups, the villages. They can’t afford to waste time in a place that’s already been harvested, so they leave scent clues for others. Those things in their ears…”
“Spiral organs.”
“Yes, they must be scent antennae. That’s how they keep track of who’s where.”
“Okay, so what happens when it rains?”
“Well, the plants grow wildly and the small animals they hunt reproduce. Suddenly there’s lots of food, and clan separation breaks down so all can harvest in the fertile area. It’s a way of sharing the wealth.”
“And genes.”
“Yes, yes, of course,” she said excitedly. “They shelter from the rain in large groups and the breeding hormones take over. That way, the females get pregnant when there’s a flush of food. And they have a wider choice of mates than in their small groups, which reduces inbreeding…The flip side of it is that during scarce periods they wouldn’t want to breed. I haven’t worked out yet how they do that.”
“Maybe they use the wind to blow their scent away.” He gestured in the general direction of the Great Hall. “You know what wind maniacs they are. They wouldn’t come into the station until we installed those damned air blowers.”
“You’re right! I like that. It’s a nifty explanation.”
“So how do you intend to prove it?”
“Not tonight, for sure.” She yawned. “I’m going to bed.” She looked at him with a wry smile. “And strangely enough, tonight I actually feel like using the bed for sleeping.”
Seymour was surprised to find that he agreed with her.

And not only that night. As suddenly as it had come, their overwhelming passion died.

A couple of nights later, Seymour found himself in his own bunk. Lying awake and alone, he bleakly contemplated the future. Ending the physical relationship with Genni had spiraled him deeper into a black depression. Another failure…

 

Confirmation of their hypothesis came a few days later from an unexpected source.

Digging through the original planetary biology survey, Genni found a gas chromatograph analysis of local plants. One of them was the mong tuber. The Bureau biologists had noted a hormone-like substance similar to a female !Dran hormone. Not being in the plant business, Galactic had never made any use of the information.

Seymour was dourly working on the generator, elbow deep in grease and grit, when he heard Genni’s shout. She burst into the shed, face flushed. Her smile lit up the gloom.

“It was here all the time!”
“What?”
“The missing piece of the puzzle. The mong plant makes a steroid.”
Seymour looked blank. “Oh?”
“A sex hormone, luv. It must work as an anti-testosterone, or anti-whatever the !Dran pheromone is. During drought times, the !Dran eat a lot of mong, which inhibits their sex drive. But when it rains, the pans flood and they can’t get any more mong. Plus the prevailing winds fail, and the !Dran are crowded together in caves. So the pheromones build up. The combination transforms them into reproductively active creatures.” She looked at him carefully. “The hormone must be in the mong flowers as well.”
“Oh? Why do you think so?”
“That sweet-smelling perfume certainly cooled some super-heated libidos around here in a hurry.”
“What, you think it was the flowers…?”
“I believe I just said that.”
“Hm. I assumed we just ran out of juice. Too bad about that.”
She looked at him thoughtfully. “Not if it was all phony.”
There was something in her voice that he couldn’t quite catch. “Uh, isn’t it weird for plants to produce sex hormones?”
“It’s not unknown. On Earth, wild yams produce steroids. Women used to eat them to ease the symptoms of menopause.”
“What’s in it for the plant?”
“Well, maybe a way to interfere with the reproduction of animals that chew on them, like insects.”
“So hormones made to stop insects work on humans?”
“Seem to. Life on Earth is pretty unified.”
“Okay. But how come the !Dran pheromone worked on us? We’re not from Windy!”
“Good question. We seem to have stumbled on a universal aphrodisiac.”
There was a little pause.

“You sure about this?”
“I just wish we had a bigger sample. It was just the two of us, and there’ll be questions…”
He remembered the radio messages. “Uh, it also got to the miners.” He told her about the obscene jokes, the fist fights.

“Why didn’t you tell me this before?” She was clearly irked.

‘Well, I didn’t want to upset you…” The words trailed off. He looked at her glumly.

She shook her head, exasperated. “Damn your protective instincts, you red-necked Aussie! I needed that data. I’ve been worrying myself sick that there wasn’t enough proof to make a claim.”
“Sorry.”
“Forget it. I’m too pleased with myself to be really angry.”
She started to laugh. “Maybe we should send them some flowers to show we’re not offended.”
“Wha??”
“The antidote, luv.”
Seymour stopped fiddling with the manifold. “Jeez, you’re right. What a gold mine that would be to…”
Genni beamed. “Yep, I suspect Galactic Mining is going to diversify into Pharmaceuticals. This is a much bigger find than all the ore on the planet.”
Seymour turned over some ideas in his head. “I may still have a job after all. Maybe even a bonus.”
“Think bigger. The discovery of the mong steroid was made by Bureau biologists. And the co-discoverer of the !Dran pheromone is me, also a Bureau rep. There’s a tiny clause in my contract to Galactic that covers an ‘incidental’ discovery. After all, it has nothing to do with ore mining. I intend to file a proprietary claim on this in both our names. The Bureau will probably license the development back to Galactic—but that’s fine, because we’re the discoverers and we’re already here. They’ll send in biochemists to isolate the active hormones, but there’s plenty of field work yet to do right here. So, if you can stand working a while longer with a liberated woman, it looks like we’re going into Pharmaceuticals also.”
Realization of what she’d just said burst his gloom like a bubble.

“Hell, yes, I could stand it. How ‘bout we have another whiff of that hormone?”
She walked over and put her arms around his neck. “Not for us, lover. Not this time. We’re going to do it the old-fashioned way.”
 

