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EDITOR’S NOTE AND ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS


BRYAN THOMAS SCHMIDT


In so many ways, space opera has been my entry gate into speculative fiction. From the Star Trek reruns and the original Star Wars movie, which made me want to be a storyteller, to my own first novels, a space opera series The Saga of Davi Rhii, I have probably read more in this subgenre of science fiction than any other. So assembling a definitive collection like this was a particular thrill.


It also allowed me to work with some of my writing heroes and favorites. Who thought I’d ever edit an original Ender story by Orson Scott Card, or a Dune story? Or publish Leigh Brackett and Edmond Hamilton, Larry Niven, and Jerry Pournelle, or Lois McMaster Bujold. All those dreams and more were realized with this volume, so I hope you enjoy reading it as much as I did putting it together.


There are fourteen new stories and ten reprints here. Most of them from popular space opera and military science fiction series spanning the decades from the 1950s to the present. These include Hugo and Nebula Award winners, New York Times bestsellers, and more. When Titan editor Steve Saffel and I met at the World Science Fiction Convention in Spokane, Washington, to discuss working on a project and he proposed this, I knew it was the chance of a lifetime.


And it has been, in every way, so here’s hoping it’s the read of a lifetime, too. Admittedly, there are gaps. James S.A. Corey’s stories were tied up with SyFy Channel, for example. Others were hindered by availability, space, and budget, but hopefully will show up in future volumes. I also used a somewhat broad definition of space opera which includes a few stories from closely related subgenres such as “sword and planet.” The crossover is obvious, and the genres have influenced one another such that many stories cross over, and authors frequently slide between them.




For many readers, military science fiction and space opera are indistinguishable, but I tend to define the latter as being more focused on military infrastructure, rank and file, strategy, and war-related activites than space opera often is. Regardless of such distinctions, the two are intimately intertwined, and the intent here is to represent definitive stories that influenced these subgenres—and science fiction as a whole—both then and now. I hope most readers will agree with the significance of my choices.


This book wouldn’t have been possible without a lot of support, and here are a few to whom I must express my gratitude: fellow editors Gardner Dozois, Rich Horton, Steven Silver, Alex Shvartsman, and Robin Wayne Bailey for story suggestions. Fellow fans Charley and Linda McCue, Ken Keller, Mia Kleve, Peter J. Wacks, and Todd McCaffrey for their suggestions. Eugene Johnson and Carol Hightshoe for retyping stories from old sources. And of course, Steve Saffel and all at Titan Books for the opportunity.


My cousin David Melson gets credit for taking me to Star Wars, a truly life-changing moment at age seven or eight. I’ve been addicted ever since. And for sharing so many wonderful books and stories, like introducing me to Ender, Dune, and more.


I thank my friend and writing hero, Robert Silverberg, for a great introduction essay, and all the writers for being so dedicated to writing memorable stuff that would enhance the canons and entertain the fans of each universe included here. Last but not least, thank you to the readers, collectors, and fans who will make this book—the first of a series, we hope—a success and enjoy it for years to come.


Without further ado, I am pleased to present Infinite Stars, a rich tapestry of space opera and adventure. May it inspire you to imagine, dream, and reach for the stars well into the future.


Bryan Thomas Schmidt


Ottawa, KS


January 2017











SPACE OPERA: AN INTRODUCTION


ROBERT SILVERBERG


“Birth, and copulation, and death,” said T.S. Eliot. “That’s all, that’s all, that’s all.” The critic Damon Knight, in one of the finest of his incisive essays on science fiction, simplified Eliot’s formula by eliminating copulation from the sequence and asserting that the only important themes of fiction are birth and death. Maybe so. I would not want to dispute these things with Messrs. Eliot and Knight, for whose critical acumen I have the highest respect.


As a science fiction reader and writer, though, I have worked from a different set of criteria: the two fundamental themes of science fiction, I think, are journeys in time and journeys in space. We have been dealing in matters of time travel since H.G. Wells set us on that path with The Time Machine more than a hundred years ago. And as for space, well, we have had fictional voyages into space at least since the time of Lucian of Samosata, who lived in the second century AD and who, in his satiric fantasy The True History, sent his party of travelers flying off to the Moon. Since then, many another fictional voyager has gone into space, of course, even Cyrano de Bergerac (in a wonderfully wacky seventeenth-century tale), but in the twentieth century there developed a special subgenre of the space-voyage theme that we know as space opera.


Space opera has been defined in a variety of ways. One good definition came from Jack Williamson, who as an early master of the genre knew whereof he spoke. Writing in The New Encyclopedia of Science Fiction in 1992, Williamson called it “romantic adventure set in space and told on a grand scale,” emphasizing that it was concerned primarily with “the mythic thread of human expansion.” For Williamson, born in Arizona in 1908 before Arizona had achieved statehood, and brought to New Mexico a few years later by covered



wagon, it was an easy imaginative jump from the settlement of the American West to mankind’s colonization of the galaxy.


Most other definitions of space opera have stressed the necessity of interstellar travel as an essential aspect of the form: starships, faster-than-light travel, galactic empires, the nearly god-like ability to move at will through the immeasurable vastnesses of the universe. A common feature, also, is violent conflict: the war of good against evil, the use of super-weapons, blasters, energy beams, disintegrators. There are some who would include fictions of a less cosmic sort in the genre: the novels of Edgar Rice Burroughs, for example, that tell of the adventures of John Carter on Mars among alien beings of various colors and shapes. Other students of the field dismiss these as “planetary romances,” limiting space opera to galaxy-spanning tales that readily move beyond the confines of our solar system. Be that as it may, we can safely say that space opera is a subset of science fiction, romantic and colorful, that lays its main stress on the wonders and marvels of the distant realms of space. In its range it has included all manner of work from the most crude and juvenile of early science fiction to the complex and thought-provoking novels and stories of modern times.


The term itself was coined by Wilson (“Bob”) Tucker, an early science fiction fan who was employed as a projectionist in Illinois movie theaters, though he later wrote some superb science fiction novels. In 1941 Tucker proposed “space opera,” by analogy with “soap opera” (popular serialized radio shows, romantic and sentimental, most often sponsored by manufacturers of soap products), out of which had come “horse opera” (Hollywood jargon for low-budget Western movies), to mean what he called the “hacky, grinding, stinking, outworn spaceship yarn”—a phrase that has gone ringing down the decades.


The kinship between crude space opera of the sort churned out by hack writers for cheap pulp magazines and the formularized horse operas produced by the movie industry in such vast numbers in the 1930s and 1940s was never more clearly set forth than in an advertisement written by H.L. Gold, the brilliant, cantankerous editor of the superb science fiction magazine Galaxy, for the back cover of Galaxy’s first issue, which appeared in the fall of 1950. Under the heading “YOU’LL NEVER SEE IT IN GALAXY,” Gold offered the opening paragraphs of two short stories, set side by side in parallel columns.




“Jets blasting, Bat Durston came screeching down through the atmosphere of Bblizznaj, a tiny planet seven billion light years from Sol,” is the way the column on the left-hand side of the page began. “He cut out his super-hyper drive for the landing… and at that point, a tall, lean spaceman stepped out of the tail assembly, proton gun blaster in a space-tanned hand.


“‘Get back from those controls, Bat Durston’, the tall stranger lipped thinly. ‘You don’t know it, but this is your last space trip.’”


The right-hand paragraph offered this:


“Hoofs drumming, Bat Durston came galloping down through the narrow pass at Eagle Gulch, a tiny gold colony 400 miles north of Tombstone. He spurred hard for a low overhang of rock… and at that point a tall, lean wrangler stepped out from behind a high boulder, six-shooter in a sun-tanned hand.


“‘Rear back and dismount, Bat Durston’, the tall stranger lipped thinly. ‘You don’t know it, but this is your last saddle jaunt through these here parts.’”


Gold then went on to point out that the first story was simply a Western transplanted to an alien planet. “If this is your idea of science fiction,” he said, “you’re welcome to it. YOU’LL NEVER SEE IT IN GALAXY.” And he kept his promise throughout his years as the magazine’s editor, bringing his readers such sophisticated science fiction as Alfred Bester’s The Demolished Man, Isaac Asimov’s The Stars Like Dust, and the original version of Ray Bradbury’s Fahrenheit 451.


But even in Galaxy the line between space opera and more sophisticated science fiction was hard to draw, as could be seen in such complex works as the Asimov novel, Alfred Bester’s second book, The Stars My Destination (which can be viewed as a translation of The Count of Monte Cristo into science-fictional terms), and Robert A. Heinlein’s furiously paced tale of alien invasion, The Puppet Masters, all of which Gold published. They could be considered space operas too. Obviously Wilson Tucker had intended the term “space opera” to be a pejorative one, describing the worst sort of science fiction, but most science fiction readers, Tucker included, quickly adopted a broader meaning for it, using it to represent not just the sort of dreary, clumsy pulp fiction typical of the host of cheaply produced pulp magazines that had sprung up just before World War II but also the wide-ranging, powerfully imaginative stories of galactic exploration, more carefully written,



that had long held their place in the affections of science fiction readers.


Plenty of space operas both good and bad had been written by the time Tucker coined his immortal phrase, and the best of them have become classics of the field, antiquated in style and technique but ably depicting the scope and grandeur of the immense universe and still giving pleasure to readers nearly a century after they first appeared. E.E. Smith’s The Skylark of Space, for example, written in 1915 but not published until 1928, tells a story that modern readers can only regard as preposterous, but tells it with such vigor and gusto that such readers, if they are willing to make allowances for the novel’s adherence to the stylistic norms of magazine fiction of a century ago, can find it an enjoyable period piece. As one reviewer said of Smith’s work in general when his novels were reissued in book form in the 1940s, it is marked by “incredible heroes, unbelievable weapons, insurmountable obstacles, inconceivable science, omnipotent villains, and unimaginable cataclysms.” That is virtually the complete catalog of ingredients characteristic of the prototypical kind of space opera Tucker was writing about. Even so, despite having been forced into the Procrustean modes of old-time magazine entertainment, those ingredients retain a certain power to this day.


In Skylark of Space, we see Smith getting his story off to the sort of dynamic start that was de rigueur for the form from the beginning:


“Petrified with astonishment, Richard Seaton stared after the copper steam bath upon which, a moment before, he had been electrolyzing his solution of ‘X’, the unknown metal. For as soon as he had removed the beaker, with its precious contents, the heavy bath had jumped endwise from under his hand as though it were alive. It had flown with terrific speed over the table, smashing a dozen reagent bottles on its way, and was even now disappearing through the open window.”


The intrepid Seaton learns how to employ X, the inadvertently discovered catalyst that releases the atomic energy of copper, not just to create a flying steam bath but to power a spaceship that will take him and an assortment of appropriate sidekicks on a cosmic odyssey across the galaxy, pursued, of course, by a villainous rival scientist in the pay of the evil Steel Trust that wants to steal Seaton’s secrets. But Smith was just warming up. After three Skylark novels he produced



the six-book Lensman series (1934–1950), portraying the cosmic struggle between the wise and benevolent race of Arisians and the wholly evil Eddorians for control of the universe. The Arisians have created a Galactic Patrol to wage war against the Eddorians. Members of the Patrol are provided with the Lens, a bracelet that gives them telepathy and other powers. The main protagonist of these books is the dynamic square-jawed Earthman Kimball Kinnison, who can be considered the sheriff of this group of space operas; but whereas the Western story was populated almost entirely by white men, Kinnison works in collaboration with three alien life-forms, Worsel of Velantia, Tregonsee of Rigel Four, and Nadreck of Palain. It is very much as though a sheriff were rounding up the bad guys with the aid of a Navaho, a Comanche, and, perhaps, a Chinese. Off they go from world to world, doing battle with the Eddorians and their puppets wherever they turn up. It is all gloriously silly, and Smith’s prose style is something less than elegant, but the books still make irresistible reading after all this time.


Just about as popular a purveyor of space opera in the 1930s was Jack Williamson, who made his mark with the classic The Legion of Space in 1934. This novel, serialized in the appropriately named magazine Astounding Stories, involves the adventures of a quartet of heroes whose task it is to protect the guardian of a doomsday weapon known as AKKA and prevent it, and her, from falling into the hands of hostile alien beings, the Medusae, who will use it against us. Williamson’s main man is lean, rangy John Ulnar, later known as John Star, whom we meet as a new member of the Legion of Space, the Solar System’s peacekeeping force. When Aladoree Anthar, the young and beautiful guardian of AKKA, is abducted by the aliens, John Star must travel to far-off Barnard’s Star to rescue her, accompanied by three fellow legionnaires, Jay Kalam, Hal Samdu, and the roguish, Falstaffian Giles Habibula, who is the only character anyone remembers after reading the book. (“‘Dear life—not now!’ gasped Giles Habibula. ‘Not into that wicked thing they call the Belt of Peril!… Sweet life, not yet,’ sobbed Giles Habibula. “Give us time, Jay, for a single sip of wine! You couldn’t be so heartless, Jay—not to a poor old soldier of the Legion…’”)


These four, after much anguish, fight their way grimly across the nightmarish jungle of the Medusae’s home world, rescue the fair Aladoree and save the world from its alien enemies, but not without leaving room for two sequels. Along the way, John Star falls in love



with the delectable Aladoree and marries her. Williamson, who lived on into the 21st century, produced many another space opera, and plenty of more complex science fiction as well, in the course of a distinguished 75-year career that saw him designated a Grand Master by the Science Fiction Writers of America.


The third of the great pioneering figures of space opera, and the most prolific, was Edmond Hamilton, who was writing epics of the Interstellar Patrol years before Williamson had brought us his Legion of Space and Smith the Galactic Patrol. Hamilton first staked his claim to eminence in the genre with Crashing Suns, serialized in Weird Tales in 1928. Though primarily dedicated to fantasy and tales of the supernatural (it was the primary magazine publisher of H.P. Lovecraft and Robert E. Howard) it ventured frequently into science fiction also in its earliest years, much of it the work of Hamilton. In Crashing Suns a star is on a collision course with our sun, threatening to create a “titanic holocaust” in which the planets of the Solar System will “perish like flowers in a furnace,” and must be deflected somehow by the gallant men of the Interstellar Patrol. “As the control-levers flashed down under my hands our ship dived down through space with the swiftness of thought,” is how Hamilton begins the first of his many space epics. “The next instant there came a jarring shock, and our craft spun over like a whirling top.” And so it goes as our patrolmen—Hal Kur, Jan Tor, Hurus Hol, and the rest—zoom back and forth across the galaxy at hundreds of times the speed of light until the tentacled aliens who are causing the trouble have been overcome and the sun has been saved.


Having begun his series with such glorious melodrama, Hamilton had no choice but to keep upping the ante for the Interstellar Patrol in the next few years. The names of his novels tell the tale: The Star Stealers, Within the Nebula, Outside the Universe, The Cosmic Cloud, and, eventually, in the 1930s The Universe Wreckers (misnamed, actually, since it is only our solar system, once again, that is threatened by destruction.) Hamilton never created characters as memorable as E.E. Smith’s four Lensmen or Williamson’s Giles Habibula—it is hard to tell his monosyllabically named Jhul Dins and Dur Nals apart—but his novels go beyond theirs in their picture of the grandeur and color of the distant worlds he invents.


Some years after his Interstellar Patrol days, it was Hamilton who created the Captain Future series—a kind of comic book in prose that very likely was on Wilson Tucker’s mind when he described



space opera as “hacky, grinding, stinking, outworn.” Captain Future was the name of a quarterly pulp magazine launched in 1940 that featured in each issue a novel by Hamilton telling of the adventures of the eponymous hero “Captain Future,” Curt Newton, also known as “the Wizard of Science,” who, of course, was supplied with the proper set of comic-book companions—Grag, a giant metal robot, Otho, a synthetic android, and Simon Wright, a disembodied brain housed within a plastic case. This quartet travels from world to world, dealing with crises far and wide in a manner similar to that of the team aboard the starship Enterprise of Star Trek, for which the Captain Future stories may well have served as a prototype. Hamilton, like Jack Williamson, lived on into the modern era of science fiction, and, like him, eventually moved away from the frenetic tropes of early space opera toward a quieter, more mature type of story that nevertheless demonstrated science fiction’s ability to convey the wonder of galactic space that had been the hallmark of his storytelling skill since the days of Crashing Suns.


Such writers as Smith, Williamson, and Hamilton—and there were dozens of others in the olden days, Homer Eon Flint (The Lord of Death), J.U. Giesy (Palos of the Dog Star Pack), Ralph Milne Farley (The Radio Man), Garrett P. Serviss (A Columbus of Space) and many more, all but forgotten today—provided what we can regard today as guilty pleasures. As Brian W. Aldiss put it in an essay on space opera in 1974, “Its parameters are marked by a few mighty concepts standing like a watchtower along a lonely frontier. What goes on between them is essentially simple—a tale of love or hate, triumph or defeat—because it is the watchtowers that matter. We are already familiar with some of them, the question of reality, the limitations of knowledge, exile, the sheer immensity of the universe, the endlessness of time.”


All through the 1930s and 1940s science fiction writers, particularly those who specialized in space opera, had been almost exclusively male. But along the way two conspicuous exceptions arose among all those men and between them brought about a revolution in the writing of this kind of science fiction.


The first was Catherine Lucille Moore, who, concealing herself behind the epicene byline of “C.L. Moore,” gave no indication that she was female and left many readers with quite the opposite belief. Beginning with “Shambleau” for Weird Tales in 1933 and continuing on through the entire decade of the 1930s, she produced a series of



stories that made use of the formulas of space opera but embedded them in a supple, elegant prose that pulp-magazine readers had never seen before. They were set on Mars or Venus, mainly. Her chief protagonist was an adventurer called Northwest Smith, who seemed to have wandered into those worlds out of the American West.


But it was not the Mars and Venus of astronomers where Northwest Smith roamed; they were exotic, mysterious worlds that owed something to the Orient of Somerset Maugham and Joseph Conrad, and much to Moore’s own fervid imagination. (“Northwest Smith leant his head back against the warehouse wall and stared up into the black night sky of Venus. The waterfront street was very quiet tonight, very dangerous. He could hear no sound save the eternal slap-slap of water against the piles, but he knew how much of danger and sudden death dwelt here in the breathing dark, and he may have been a little homesick as he stared up into the clouds that masked a green star hanging lovely on the horizon—Earth and home.”) No one had ever seen science fiction like that in 1934, and there has been little of its kind since. Eventually Moore abandoned Northwest Smith, but her later work, such as the 1943 novel Judgment Night, retained the vivid sensuality of the early stories while moving away from the more formulaic aspects of space-opera technique.


The year 1940 saw the debut of a second gifted female writer of space stories who, like Moore, made use of a gender-free byline in the pulp magazines whose readership, and authorship as well, had been nearly entirely male. This was Leigh Brackett, whose first story, “Martian Quest,” immediately established her as one who paid as much heed to matters of style and mood and characterization as she did to the romance and exoticism of space opera. Though she spent much of her career in the movie industry (she and William Faulkner worked together on the screenplay for the 1946 Humphrey Bogart film The Big Sleep, and thirty years later she was one of the writers of the screenplay for the second Star Wars movie, The Empire Strikes Back), she remained loyal to the pulp magazines as well, most notably with a series of stories set on Mars and dealing with the exploits of an adventurer named Eric John Stark, a literary descendant, perhaps, of Moore’s Northwest Smith. (“The ship moved slowly across the Red Sea, through the shrouding veils of mist, her sail barely filled by the languid thrust of the wind. Her hull, of a thin light metal, floated without sound, the surface of the



strange ocean parting before her prow in silent rippling streamers of flame. Night deepened toward the ship, a river of indigo flowing out of the west. The man known as Stark stood alone by the afterrail and watched its coming. He was full of impatience and a gathering sense of danger, so that it seemed to him that even the hot wind smelled of it.”) Brackett’s prose, like Moore’s, was sinuous and vivid, richly colored and appealing powerfully to all the senses. She employed it, like Moore also, in the service of the rugged themes that we regard as those of space opera. One of her last stories, written not long before her death in 1978, was a Stark tale written in collaboration with her husband, no less a space-opera titan than Edmond Hamilton, whom she had married in 1946.


Impelled by writers like Moore and Brackett, and by other newcomers like Ray Bradbury, A.E. van Vogt, James Blish, Jack Vance, Henry Kuttner (who married C.L. Moore in 1940 and collaborated fruitfully with her thereafter), Cordwainer Smith, and Poul Anderson, the space story, like science fiction in general, began to undergo an evolution in the late 1940s and 1950s. The infelicities of style, the scientific impossibilities, the melodramatic confrontations between noble heroism and black villainy, all the hallmarks of the pioneers of the genre, gave way to a subtler, more adult, kind of work. And so “space opera” ceased to be the pejorative term that Wilson Tucker had meant it to be. It was understood now to be something much more than the Captain Future stories: it became simply one subdivision of science fiction, one kind of story, as variable in quality as any other specialized type of story can be. And some years later space opera would move beyond the science fiction magazines into the mainstream of American entertainment, most notably with the television show Star Trek and then with the series of Star Wars motion pictures, both of which were solidly grounded in the concepts and manner of true space opera. And today space opera, with no Tuckeresque negative connotations attached, has become the province of some of the most creative and imaginative of science fiction writers.


That transformation was well illustrated by several modern collections, such as The New Space Opera, edited by Jonathan Strahan and Gardner Dozois, published in 2007 and including work by such modern notables of the field as Nancy Kress, Stephen Baxter, Peter F. Hamilton, and Alastair Reynolds. And in 2006, when David Hartwell and Kathryn Cramer produced a massive



anthology called The Space Opera Renaissance that covered the entire span of the literature from its beginnings under Edmond Hamilton and Jack Williamson to such modern practitioners as Samuel R. Delany, Gregory Benford, and Ursula K. Le Guin, the editors were able to offer this redefinition, which stands as well as any as a summation of what the term “space opera” has meant and what it signifies today:


“Many readers and writers and nearly all academics and media fans who entered SF after 1975 have never understood the origin of ‘space opera’ as a pejorative and some may be surprised to learn of it. Thus the term ‘space opera’ reentered the serious discourse on contemporary SF in the 1980s with a completely altered meaning. Henceforth, ‘space opera’ meant, and still generally means, colorful, dramatic, large-scale adventure, competently and sometimes beautifully written, usually focused on a sympathetic, heroic central character and plot action… and usually set in the relatively distant future and in space or on other worlds, characteristically optimistic in tone.”


The days of E.E. Smith and Edmond Hamilton are far behind us. But space opera lives on, however evolved and transformed it may now be, continuing to call forth the efforts of the best of our writers and to hold the attention of a multitude of readers who seek that wonder-laden view of the farthest galaxies and of the centuries to come that science fiction, and only science fiction, is capable of providing.











In 1977, Orson Scott Card burst onto the science fiction field with a novella in Analog Science Fiction and Fact that would launch an empire. “Ender’s Game” later expanded into a novel which spawned a whole series of sequels, won the 1985 Nebula Award and 1986 Hugo Award for “Best Novel.” It has been recommended reading by the US Marine Corp for soldiers at many ranks, and it was made into a film starring Harrison Ford in 2013. The latest spinoff series, Fleet School, debuts in 2017, and this story is the first appearance in print of its protagonist, Dabeet Ochoa. It also stars Ender and Valentine Wiggin, and is a bit of a murder mystery in colonial space written just for this book. Our adventure begins with…


RENEGAT


ORSON SCOTT CARD


Dabeet Ochoa was surprised that the speaker for the dead came so soon, but apparently he had already been en route to Catalunya, for reasons that were apparently none of Dabeet’s business. Yet Dabeet was proconsul of Starways Congress here—in effect, governor—so everything on Catalunya was supposed to be his business.


He made the decision to meet the speaker at the shuttleport before he was aware that he was considering such a gesture of respect. He knew himself well enough to know that part of his motive had to be a bit of bureaucratic resentment and dread that there would now be, in this colony, a person who had secrets, a person who had protection from Congress or the Fleet that trumped his own. Dabeet put those feelings in the compartment of his mind where he kept his painful self-knowledge. He would be constantly aware of those feelings, so he could guard himself against acting upon them.


There were other reasons that did not need to be hidden from others, however. The obvious one was that it was Dabeet Ochoa himself who had summoned a speaker—a speaker, not this one, but that’s how speaking for the dead worked. You called, and the nearest one came. No choosing. No doubt this speaker would not even realize what a mark of honor it was for him to come and greet a visitor in person.


Dabeet decided to come without an open bodyguard. No need to advertise the precariousness of lawful government in the colony



of Tarragona. He would tell this speaker soon enough about the seething unrest that the speaker’s coming was meant to help allay. Meanwhile, Dabeet had two I.F. marines in plain clothes hovering within ten meters, in case some kind of emergency arose.


At first, Dabeet did not realize that the unprepossessing young man with only one bag was the speaker—especially because he was accompanied by a woman of about the same age—maybe twenty-five?—who had not been mentioned in the dispatches Dabeet had received by ansible. A wife? It was hard for itinerant speakers to marry and raise a family; Dabeet had read up on this semi-monastic order before he called for a speaker to come to the planet Catalunya, and he knew that most speakers who married did so when they took themselves off the circuit and settled near a large urban area on a long-civilized world, where they would have plenty of work to do and yet their children could grow up in the same neighborhood through their entire education.


Once he realized that no one else could possibly be the speaker for the dead, Dabeet strode toward him, lifting his hand in the single-fist salute of the Exploratory Service. The young man saw him, smiled slightly, and nodded in recognition. He did not raise his own fist—showing that he understood the protocol. Speakers were, by definition, not part of the I.F. or the E.S. or MinCol or any other organization. No saluting, no bowing, no accommodation to local custom, unless it happened to coincide with their own personal custom. Which, in this case, appeared to be a handshake, since the speaker’s hand came forward as Dabeet came near.


It was not until they were grasping hands that, with a dizzy rush of understanding, Dabeet realized that he actually knew this young man—though he had no business being so young.


“I know you,” said Dabeet, not yet daring to say the name that had come into his mind, though he did not doubt his own memory—he had never had to doubt his own memory.


“Do you?” asked the speaker.


“We had a conversation by ansible once,” said Dabeet.


“How remarkable. It must have been before you came to Catalunya, Governor Ochoa, because your request for a speaker was the first communication I had ever received from this planet.”


Dabeet stored this information: The speaker had been coming to Catalunya, and yet he had never received any communication from here. Why, then, was he coming?




The young woman joined the conversation, also with a handshake. “My name is Valentine,” she said. “I’m his older sister and, from time to time, his conscience.”


“I rarely find that I need one,” said the speaker, causing Valentine to chuckle.


“I’m a historian,” said Valentine. “I have all the top clearances from MinCol and the I.F., and so I would appreciate being given access to all the documents of the Tarragona colony.”


Dabeet smiled. “Oh, surely a historian has little interest in our tedious little colony. It’s our predecessor, the rogue colony of Fancy, back in the days when this world was called Whydah, that most researchers are interested in.”


“What you say is correct, but it doesn’t apply to me. There are already a dozen reasonably good histories of Fancy. I’m here for Tarragona. I’m here for Kenneth Argon.”


Again, Dabeet felt himself inwardly reeling with surprise. “Miss—Doctor? Professor?—Valentine, surely you know that Kenneth Argon is dead.”


“Since it’s Argon’s death you invited me here to speak,” said her brother, “that fact could not possibly have escaped her.”


“Ken wrote very little,” said Dabeet. “I’m surprised you would think him worth writing about. Because—forgive me if I presume too much—it seems to me that you were already coming here for Kenneth Argon before I asked for someone to speak his death.”


Valentine smiled cheerfully. “Very good,” she said. “Yes, I thought he might be worth a biography. So much easier to do when he was alive. And my brother consented, for once, to let me choose the itinerary, since Catalunya was isolated and strange and would doubtless have no shortage of dead people for him to study and speak for.”


“Isolated enough that there has never been a speaker for the dead here,” said Dabeet. “But let’s stop entertaining the locals with our conversation. I have a hover waiting outside the terminal, which is the most comfortable transportation available in our rather spartan colony.”


“You say ‘spartan,’” said Valentine as they began walking, “but I hope you have plenty of retail establishments. I travel without luggage, because I prefer to buy my clothing locally, so I’m not so obviously a stranger on the streets.”


“There are a few retail clothing stores, but they sell clothes for



working people. You might think that’s a good thing, but from your speech and your profession, Doctor Valentine, it will make you seem condescending and false. You have money and status, and should dress according to your station, here in Tarragona.”


“Surely there’s not a uniform,” said the speaker, with an arched eyebrow.


“There are uniforms everywhere,” said Dabeet, “at every level of society, and none are so rigorously required as those which pretend not to be uniforms.”


The speaker laughed out loud. “Well observed, sir.”


They took only a few moments to enter the hover, because Valentine had no luggage and the speaker would not let his single bag out of his possession. “It’s a diplomatic pouch,” the speaker explained, with some appearance of embarrassment. “I don’t let it out of my personal possession.”


Of course Dabeet was curious about why a speaker for the dead would be carrying diplomatic correspondence—and why his entire suitcase would be given the highest security Starways Congress had to offer. But then, if this speaker was the person that Dabeet believed him to be—and he was, he certainly was—it might make a kind of sense. If there was anyone to whom Starways Congress owed extraordinary privileges, it was this astonishingly young man.


“I remember you now,” said the speaker, once the hover was sealed shut and began the journey. “We talked by ansible when we were both children.”


Dabeet shook his head. “We were young and small, sir, but we were never children.”


The speaker smiled. “Perhaps so, considering the responsibilities thrust upon us at such an early age. But we were also sequestered to such a degree that we were even younger than our ages, knowing little of human society outside of the military schools we attended.”


“They shaped our reality however they wished,” said Dabeet. “And we made all our decisions surrounded by their arcane mysteries.”


“We shape reality now,” said Valentine.


“Dabeet Ochoa,” said the speaker. “I should have recognized your name. But Ochoa isn’t a rare name, and I don’t remember if ‘Dabeet’ was written anywhere.”


“It wasn’t,” said Dabeet. “But I hope that you’ll use that name, and dispense with the title of ‘governor,’ since my primary goal in life is to get rid of that title.”




“I know the feeling,” said the speaker. “When we spoke by ansible, I was on my way to my first stint as governor of a colony.”


“I remember wondering whether being who you are would make that task easier or harder, considering your age at the time,” said Dabeet.


“Isn’t relativity wonderful?” asked Valentine. “We still look barely older than children, since we’ve spent most of the last five hundred years near lightspeed, skipping through the years without letting them leave many tracks on us.”


“Apparently I’ve spent more of my years in realtime on a planet’s surface than either of you,” said Dabeet. “The tracks are plain enough on my face.”


“I would guess your absolute age to be about thirty-five,” said Valentine. “If you’re older, the years rest lightly on you.”


“No, your guess is about right,” said Dabeet. “I have a reputation as some kind of troubleshooter, so I get sent to problem colonies.”


“But it takes you longer to shoot the trouble than it takes me to speak a death, I imagine.”


“I hope so,” said Dabeet. “Because I sent for a speaker in order to help me deal with the Kenneth Argon problem.”


“Dead, and still causing problems?”


“When he was alive, my job was to keep him from provoking the colonists, since it was by his actions alone that Tarragona was kept from achieving continuing status, let alone independence.”


“And his death was a mark that your efforts had failed?” asked the speaker.


“Even that is still unknown,” said Dabeet. “There may have been dangers I could not have anticipated.”


“Cause of death?”


“Abrupt cessation of life,” said Dabeet. “You’ll have to speak to the E.S. medical officer, who also serves as coroner here.”


“Where are his loyalties?” asked the speaker.


“The exact question,” said Dabeet, “that bends all my attempts to assess information I’m given.”


“Everything is tentative,” said the speaker.


“Everything that comes from other people,” said Dabeet. “I have to trust my own observations and memories.”


Valentine cocked her head. “You regard yourself as infallible?”


Dabeet grinned. “My observations and memories are, or I have to treat them as such, because they’re all I’ve got. But the conclusions



I base on those observations and memories are far from infallible. I know that I have limitations like any other person. And, like every other person, I don’t know where those limitations are.”


“But you have to act as if you did know,” said the speaker.


“What should I call you, sir?” asked Dabeet. “Neither you nor Doctor Valentine has bothered to provide me with any guidance.”


“All my work is published pseudonymously,” said Valentine. “My pseudonyms have been awarded quite a number of honorary degrees from many planets. Personally, I’ve never received any college degree or teaching position. So perhaps you’d be kind enough to call me Valentine, and introduce me to people as Valentine Wiggin.”


“Never married?” asked Dabeet.


“Tactfully phrased,” said Valentine, “but I’m married to my work, and for now, at least, it’s a comfortable arrangement.”


“And you, sir?” Dabeet asked the speaker.


“Andrew Wiggin,” said the speaker. “Some people call us ‘speaker’ as if that were a title, but it isn’t. I’m simply Andrew Wiggin, though if you need to explain who I am, there’s no problem with your calling me ‘Andrew Wiggin, a speaker for the dead.’”


“But not Ender,” said Dabeet.


“Not in public, and not in private, if you’d be so kind,” said Andrew. “It’s a name that raises too many eyebrows.”


“After the war, millions of children were named ‘Ender,’” said Dabeet. “Because you had saved the human race.”


“And when The Hive Queen appeared,” said Valentine, “all those children had their names legally changed—either by their parents or on their own, as soon as they were old enough to do it. Because Ender Wiggin was now notorious for having wiped out a beautiful sentient species that was not planning to attack us again.”


Andrew grinned at Valentine, and she smiled sadly back.


“How ironic that you now practice the profession that was named for the anonymous author of The Hive Queen,” said Dabeet.


“Irony is in the eye of the beholder,” said Andrew. “That book took away my name. It seems appropriate that it gave me a new one. Now let’s move on to housekeeping issues. Where will we be staying?”


They went back and forth about whether they should stay in the fully protected E.S. compound, the I.F. barracks, or the MinCol guest quarters. Valentine argued for staying in a local hotel, which Dabeet had to veto for the simplest of reasons.


“Tarragona has not been granted continuing status,” he said,



“so this remains the only city. It’s rather a large one, and we have a significant footprint on the land, but people visiting the city from outlying agricultural settlements stay in the homes of friends and family, in rooming houses, or in taverns.”


“Then one of those,” said Valentine.


“Why don’t you make a decision after you’ve had a chance to get a feel for the public mood?” said Dabeet. “Once it becomes known that you have any interest in Kenneth Argon, you’ll find yourself very uncomfortable in any of those unofficial dwellings. Mostly because I don’t think any of them will allow you to stay.”


“What if we simply buy a house?” asked Andrew.


“People don’t buy houses here,” said Dabeet, “because people don’t sell them. If you want a house, your friends help you build one. You don’t have any friends, and you won’t get any.”


“You said that in such a kindly way,” said Valentine, “that it almost sounded hopeful.”


“I hope you’ll come to regard me as a friend, but if you succeed in your work, then I’ll succeed in mine, and we’ll all be off-planet as quickly as possible.”


“Unless everyone loves the outcome of our work,” said Andrew. “Then they might insist we stay.”


“No one will love any conceivable outcome of your work or mine,” said Dabeet, “and the only permanent residence you’ll be offered is to enter the ecosystem as a heap of protein being digested by the local fauna.”


“Now, wait a moment,” said Valentine. “What if our work results in a recommendation for continuing status and independence for Tarragona? Or for the whole of Catalunya?”


“You mean, what if we discover that Ken Argon was a loon, and we overturn all his recommendations?” asked Dabeet. “That’s what I personally believe we’ll find, and no, they won’t love us for it. They want independence so they can get rid of us. They want my title to be Legate or Ambassador—but they would be happier if my title were Ex-governor and Former Resident.”


“So your charms haven’t won their hearts,” said Andrew.


“I believe you remember perfectly well that from my childhood on forward, I am famously charmless,” said Dabeet.


“You’re thirty-five. You’re brilliantly intelligent. Surely you’ve learned how to fake being a regular guy.”


“I have,” said Dabeet. “A charmless regular guy. But here we are.



Tonight, at least, stay in a couple of the rooms at the E.S. compound. I’ll be within easy reach, since I live there, too, and perhaps we can plan how we’ll all go about our various investigations.” To Valentine, he added, “Our library and archive, such as they are, reside on the E.S. computers. For safety.”


“Backed up where?” asked Valentine.


“Everywhere,” said Dabeet. “By ansible. The E.S. takes no chances with records of exploration and colonization. No disaster is allowed to erase the knowledge gleaned from any planet.”


“So I could have done my research from any library, on any planet?”


“With your security clearances, from any E.S. outpost or office. Public libraries don’t get any of this until the information is old and therefore safe.”


“And when it comes to Catalunya…” said Andrew.


“None of the E.S. information is old yet,” said Dabeet.


“Which explains the paucity of information about Kenneth Argon and his work with the llops,” said Andrew.


Dabeet nodded slightly. “The llops. Everything comes down to them.”


“The early reports compared them to hyenas,” said Valentine.


“Not really a fair comparison,” said Dabeet.


Valentine grinned. “Which is it unfair to? The llops or the hyenas?”


“It depends on what you favor,” said Dabeet. “Hyenas are pure predators. The llops—they’re omnivores, but in winter they hunt. Not in packs, but fairly effectively. From the vids of hyenas that I’ve seen, they’ll take down an animal and eat its bowels while the victim is still alive and alert. That’s hard to do unless you hunt in a pack, so your companions can hold the victim immobilized.”


“How do llops do it, then?” asked Valentine.


“They have serious jaws.”


“Hyenas are only joking?”


“Long jaws,” said Dabeet, “and massive muscles at the fulcrum of the levers. The lower jaw is solidly anchored to the shoulders and breastbone, so it’s the upper jaw that does the clamping.”


“Where’s the brain?” asked Andrew.


“Directly behind the jaw assembly. Part of it is in the upper jaw, part in the lower. The upper jaw clamps down, then slides forward. Clamp, slide, slide back, and the head or limb plops to the ground.”


“Gruesome,” said Andrew.




“Effective,” said Valentine. “Andrew’s a little squeamish. He just didn’t torture enough animals as a child.”


“Why didn’t Kenneth Argon certify these killing machines as non-sentient and let things move forward?”


“He felt sorry for them,” said Dabeet. “I don’t know if that was his reason, because he didn’t explain himself. But he did say that he was sorry for them.”


“Because they never got to eat prey with its head attached?” asked Valentine.


“The story here isn’t the llop, that’s what everybody misses— including, I think, Ken, though he certainly knew about it.”


“What’s the story, Dabeet?” asked Valentine.


“It’s the cats,” said Dabeet.


“Oh, yes. The pets they kept on the pirate ships.”


“Cats are never pets,” said Dabeet. “They’re sport killers, and they’re out-hunting the llop.”


“Housecats taking down the same prey as the llop?” asked Andrew skeptically.


“They’ve gotten bigger, but no, they go after much smaller prey. All the smaller predators are starving—the E.S. operates four sanctuaries, and half our work is keeping housecats out of them. We have no idea how many species we’ve lost. We’re preserving thirty or so that we know of.”


“I read that the colony pays a bounty on cats,” said Valentine.


“Cats reproduce faster than the Tarragonans can kill them,” said Dabeet. “Besides, for everyone bringing us cat heads for the bounty, there’s somebody feeding cats at the back door. If we catch them, they say they’re luring them so they can collect the bounty. How can we disprove the claim?”


“The cats are wiping out smaller predators,” said Andrew. “But you’re saying that they outcompete the llop.”


“They harry the herds of the llops’ natural prey. They leap on their backs and ride them, claws dug in. They keep working the claw in, in, in between the vertebrae. About a quarter of the time, their sharp little probes sever the spinal cord and the animal drops. Far more often, the prey animal collapses from blood loss or exhaustion or both.”


“So they do hunt the big prey animals,” said Andrew.


“Hunt them, but they don’t eat them. They walk away from the corpse.”




“Why aren’t the llop following the cats around, eating what they leave?”


“They won’t eat any prey that cats have touched,” said Dabeet.


“Have to kill their own?” asked Valentine.


“No,” said Dabeet. “They have no problem with scavenging. Except when a cat made the kill.”


“So the cats eat the smaller prey animals, starving out their small and midsize competitors,” said Valentine. “Then they kill the large prey animals and leave the bodies to rot, and the llop won’t touch the carcasses.”


“Kenneth Argon didn’t have a theory?”


“About this? It wasn’t a theory; it was a fact. Because they won’t eat cat kills, the llop are about the only major land species in the wild that isn’t affected, one way or another, by Toxoplasma gondii.”


“The psychoactive protozoan that can only reach adulthood in the gut of a cat,” said Valentine.


“She’s coaching me,” said Andrew. “She thinks I don’t remember.”


“I think you never knew,” said Valentine. “You weren’t on Earth long enough.”


“Incurable, yes?” asked Andrew.


Dabeet shook his head. “We have several cures that work on some people some of the time. Prevention is the best policy, though. I can assure you that the human population of Tarragona is toxoplasma-free. Because we don’t keep cats indoors, so we don’t share breathing space with cat poo, and the only meat we eat comes from flocks and herds kept in complete cat-free isolation.”


“So the cats have Toxoplasma gondii,” said Andrew.


“T. gondii doesn’t kill or damage the cats,” said Dabeet. “It does make them reproduce frantically and hunt incessantly, but since that’s pretty much what cats do even if they don’t have T. gondii, I don’t think the cats are suffering. The toms just get lucky when they’re dating at a higher than normal rate.”


“What does it do to other animals?” asked Andrew.


“Despair, more or less,” said Dabeet. “Infected animals lose all fear of cats, or at least they don’t try very hard to get away. With Earth-source animals like mice and rats, it keeps them from going to the effort of trying to run away.”


Andrew shook his head. “I’ve never seen alien species where Earth-source infections have the same effects.”


“T. gondii tries all kinds of things, but what works is behavior



modification that helps cats succeed as hunters, so they can eat infected meat and get infected, so the protozoa can get into their gut and become mature and reproduce.”


“The effect on humans?” asked Andrew.


“It generally raises suicide and depression rates in its human victims,” said Dabeet, “especially women, especially pregnant women and new mothers.”


“I don’t see how that helps them,” said Andrew.


“It doesn’t,” said Valentine. “But they don’t know that. They just do what they do. If we left suicide victims out for the cats to eat, then it would help T. gondii. But we don’t, so it doesn’t.”


Andrew and Valentine then fell silent, and Andrew’s eyes closed. Dabeet knew that he was thinking. So he didn’t barge in with the answer.


“Who told the llops not to eat cat kills?” asked Andrew.


“Exactly,” said Dabeet. “I think that’s why Ken wouldn’t certify that the llops aren’t sentient. Because not eating cat kills is starving them to death, even as it keeps them from getting infected. How did they know? They have no microscopes, they can’t read our lab reports, they don’t understand spoken English. Or, uh, Starways Common Speech.”


“All three of us grew up in America,” said Valentine. “It’s English.”


“And you don’t know if Ken had a theory about this,” said Andrew.


“I’m certain that he did,” said Dabeet. “He just didn’t tell me.”


“So you hope that Valentine and I will find out his theory,” said Andrew.


“I hope you’ll find out that he was a loon,” said Dabeet, “so I can regard his decisions as insane and let this colony of completely uninfected people become self-governing.”


“What if we find the one llop that speaks fluent Starways Common and he explains that the llop really have a very high civilization, they just don’t make tools or weapons or buildings because it’s so inconvenient to do so without fingers. They construct all their monuments in the shared memory of the tribe.”


Andrew seemed completely serious. Dabeet didn’t know how to answer such an impossible proposition. He wanted to say: If nobody can see it, and they can’t say it, then the tree fell noiselessly in the forest. They are only sentient, for E.S. purposes, if the E.S. can tell that they say things or make things or remember things.


The Hive Queens couldn’t talk to humans either—but there was



never any doubt they were sentient, because they made machines. That essay by the original Speaker for the Dead had made them out to be beautiful, and sorry about the millions of humans who died as a kind of typographical error. But Dabeet had to make judgments in the real world.


He had been reasonably good at making such judgments, which is why he had been sent here to deal with this nightmare. But the matter was beyond him, so far at least, which is why he had called for a speaker for the dead, to be another pair of eyes, to be someone who was not official, yet could ask questions. But if he was going to bring up hypothetical nonsense…


“The E.S. has been studying the llop for a century,” said Dabeet, “since before we allowed colonists to come here.”


“And the E.S. always catches everything?” asked Andrew. With that same unexpressive expression. Yet the question was clearly ironic, so perhaps a completely blank face was Ender Wiggin’s irony face.


“I’m as skeptical of bureaucracy and bureaucratic science as you are. Maybe more,” said Dabeet. “But there are a lot of very good, rigorous scientists in the E.S., and Ken Argon was one of them. I’ve duplicated and checked their work myself, and had offworld surrogates check it too. Somehow the llop keep themselves uninfected, and they always have.”


“This cat-kill avoidance began while the pirates still ran things?” asked Valentine.


“They weren’t scientists, but you don’t survive in a generation ship if you don’t have really good, observant, careful technicians,” said Dabeet. “That’s who first noticed what the llop weren’t eating—anything killed by a cat.”


“So who killed Ken Argon?” asked Andrew. “Not the cats, not the llop, and not any of the Tarragonans, or your report would have said so.”


“My report said we had no conclusive proof,” said Dabeet, “but I didn’t absolve anybody. The likeliest thing is that he came in contact with some as-yet-unknown native venomous creature, and the toxin was so lethal it overwhelmed his body. But ‘unknown native venomous creature’ isn’t a report that the E.S. wants to see. Nor do I want that to be my report.”


“None of the colonists are good with chemicals?”


“Not that good,” said Dabeet. “Nobody in the whole E.S. recognizes the venom as being from any known species. Nobody



can figure out how it’s made or how it works. But Ken had a lot of it in his system when he died. In excruciating agony, after demonstrating that no known anti-venom had any effect.”


“So a guy that the whole colony wants dead, gets dead, but he’s killed by a venom that nobody in the colony could possibly make. Or find.” Valentine had her blank face on. Maybe it was her historian face. Or maybe it was her “Is everybody really this stupid?” face.


Her observation hung in the air, because Dabeet couldn’t dispute what she had said, or even respond to the implication that Ken’s death had been murder.


“I’m glad you brought us here,” said Andrew. “Because we’re super smart.”


“So am I,” said Dabeet.


“I know,” said Andrew. “We all have the test scores to prove it.”


Dabeet shook his head. He had meant, “So am I glad I brought you,” not, “So am I super smart.” But he’d roll with the misunderstanding. “Now you’re making fun of me,” said Dabeet, “because back when we first met, I was still proud of my test scores.”


“Now you’re not?” asked Andrew.


“I had a friend who told me that being good on tests means nothing, because with a test, you always know that there’s a desired answer. Even if it’s a supposedly no-win test, that’s the desired answer: ‘This can’t be done.’ With real-world problems, the ones that matter, you can’t be sure whether there’s an answer or not, because nobody made up the problem and gave it to you in order for you to show how quickly you can find the expected answer, if ever.”


“So we can’t guess what the testmakers meant, because there were no testmakers,” said Valentine.


“Well, except,” said Dabeet with a sigh.


“Except what?” asked Valentine.


“Except God,” said Dabeet. And then, at Valentine’s raised eyebrow: “I was being facetious.”


“Let’s just suppose that this is a test question given to us by God,” said Valentine. “Does he want us to find an answer, or to not find an answer?”


“Or does he want us to find an answer if we do, or not find one if we don’t,” said Dabeet. How quickly theological speculation became an angels-dancing-on-pinheads discussion. “I bring up God because that’s what I keep hearing from Tarragonans. ‘What does God mean by this?’ A lot of true believers here.”




“Catholic?”


“No religion is given official recognition on an outpost that doesn’t have continuing status,” said Dabeet, “but yes, of course, Catalunya was part of Spain during the Inquisition. Any non-Catholic genes were eliminated in the sixteenth century.”


They laughed at his little joke, which he appreciated, because it showed that they didn’t think he meant it.


“What I’m wondering,” said Andrew, “is whether there’s anything to be gained by letting us go out and hunt with the llops.”


“They mostly ignore us,” said Dabeet. “It’s safe enough, unless you try to interfere. Then you get nipped a little.”


“Those neck-slicing jaws can ‘nip’?” asked Valentine.


“They bite off smaller pieces,” said Dabeet.


This time no laugh.


“A joke,” said Dabeet.


“Can’t wait till we think it’s funny,” said Valentine.


* * *


Dabeet did not want to go with Andrew Wiggin to “hunt with the llop,” since he wasn’t sure the llop understood the difference between eco-tourist and prey. Whatever happened to the speaker for the dead among the llop would be recorded by the system of ambient cameras that one of Ken Argon’s predecessors had set up all through the woodland where the nearest troop of llop gave birth and took care of their young. Ken had called it their homeland, which was one of the signs that he was going native—or crazy. But there were thousands of hours of video showing Ken walking among the llop, talking to them, touching them, and it was certainly true that none of it showed any of the llop acting in a hostile manner toward him. But much of the video had been deleted before Dabeet arrived—a clear breach of protocol, reason enough to sack Ken if that had been Dabeet’s purpose in coming to Catalunya.


Ken had never admitted that he deleted the video, but he had also never denied it. He said things like, “Isn’t it possible there was an intermittent short in the wiring? Or some kind of periodic atmospheric interference with the radio frequencies?” Yes, of course both things were possible. But Dabeet had technicians look into both issues, and, more important, Dabeet had also examined the deletions. There was no way to tell for sure. But no deletion began or ended while Ken was present with the llop on camera.



Since Ken spent so much time with the llop, it was not likely that none of the breaks would come when he was there. To Dabeet, there was no chance that Ken was not responsible for the deletions. And to cement this likelihood into certainty was the fact that any intermittent short or atmospheric interference ceased completely when Dabeet arrived.


Mine was such a healing presence, thought Dabeet more than once. All kinds of strange things stopped happening.


Dabeet still thought that he should offer to go with Andrew. But then there was always the chance that Andrew would accept the offer. For all Dabeet knew, that might have been Andrew’s entire purpose in going to the llop immediately—so that Dabeet would come with him. This would free Valentine to do what was almost certainly the real purpose of their coming to Catalunya—talking to the people of Tarragona about Ken Argon’s death. Dabeet needed to be with her to cut off any line of questioning that would stir up trouble.


“Of course you can’t come with me,” said Valentine cheerfully. “That would defeat the purpose.”


“Provoking a new wave of agitation and unrest would defeat my purpose.”


“I’m so glad you told me. Now I will carefully refrain from provoking agitation and unrest, whether in the form of a wave or surge or tsunami.”


Dabeet knew she was toying with him. She was acting out the part of the clever rebel who disarms the unimaginative bureaucratic clod who stands in the way of her noble purpose. He had watched many popular or highly esteemed vids during his voyages between worlds—enough to recognize the cliches.


But I’m not an unimaginative bureaucratic clod.


No, I’m a somewhat imaginative one. But imaginative enough to keep control of this situation?


Dabeet almost laughed aloud—but didn’t, because the two office workers who were within earshot in the E.S. building would have been curious, and the less curiosity people directed toward Dabeet, the better. It was precisely the image of bureaucratic clod that Dabeet had cultivated in Tarragona, so that the people wouldn’t feel threatened by him. There was no chance that they’d like him, because he represented the authority that was keeping them from full participation in Starways Congress. But on the extremely likely chance that Ken Argon had been murdered by one of the



Tarragonans, Dabeet thought it was prudent to avoid provoking unnecessary levels of hostility, or creating any sense of urgency about his removal from authority.


That was why Dabeet had been sent here, wasn’t it? To remove himself from authority. His orders had mentioned—which meant that they insisted—that the E.S.’s only goal was to get Catalunya off their books. “We are not in the business of administering colonies beyond the earliest stages, but MinCol doesn’t want Catalunya either, not as long as the sentience issue is unresolved. We hope that you will quickly resolve that issue and that your recommendation will allow us to put Tarragona into continuing status followed as quickly as possible by independent membership in Congress.”


There was nothing in those orders about solving the mystery of the death of Ken Argon. But until Ken’s death was explained, and the perpetrators, if any, brought to justice, this colony would not be ready to take its place among the civilized worlds.


This is still a pirate colony, Dabeet often told himself. Even though the last pirates had abandoned the colony of Fancy decades before the E.S. arrived, there was enough lore that appealed to the Catalan settlers that they had adopted the pirate mystique. Such tourists as came here usually did so in order to see the ruins of Fancy, and the locals made sure there were plenty of “artifacts” available to sell to the piraticles, as these tourists were called in Tarragona—whenever the piraticles were not present to hear them.


Valentine also refused to wear any kind of recording device—or at least, any such device that could be read or copied by Dabeet’s people. Since Valentine was a serious historian—though it bothered Dabeet that she would not tell him any of her titles, or the name or names under which she had published them—she would need to have recordings in order to cite them as independently verifiable sources. Everything she did would be on record—but Dabeet had already ascertained that despite his absolutely top clearance in the E.S., he did not have any access to electronic data belonging to either Andrew or Valentine Wiggin. Whatever authority protected them, it was far above Dabeet’s pay grade even to ask for an exemption.


After all, he had invited them here, hadn’t he? Why would he think he could control or even observe the actions of a speaker for the dead? Or, for that matter, his “just another tourist” sister?


“I won’t attempt to force my company on you,” said Dabeet.



“I’m sure you believe that my presence would keep anyone from talking freely to you.”


She smiled benignly and said nothing.


“But these streets and roads are not safe for you,” said Dabeet.


“Your crime reports show an unusually high number of barroom brawls, but crimes against tourists are right at zero. Is that datum incorrect?”


“Crimes against tourists don’t happen, because the Tarragonans aren’t idiots. They know that the piraticles bring in a significant percentage of our off-planet income.”


“Eighty percent is firmly within the ‘significant’ range,” said Valentine.


“But the moment you start asking about Ken Argon—”


“I move out of the tourist category,” said Valentine, completing his sentence.


“So I will send along two bodyguards,” said Dabeet. “I’m not asking you, so don’t bother telling me why you absolutely do not need them. They’ll be there, and one of them will be just outside the door of any house you enter. He’ll have the tools necessary for immediate entrance if he, in his sole discretion, believes you are in danger. There is no lock on Catalunya that will delay him, let alone stop him.”


“And while he’s waiting at the door, eager to huff and puff and blow the house down, what will the other bodyguard be doing?”


“Engaging in quiet prayer and meditation, of course,” said Dabeet.


“None of my business, then,” said Valentine. “I appreciate your telling me I have no choice. It saves us so much arguing time. I assume that my bodyguards will have listening devices that will allow them to record every word that’s said?”


“I believe that in their mission to keep you safe, they will not be underequipped to assess the level of threat to you.”


“So you’ll be listening in, too,” said Valentine.


“I would not presume to violate your right to privacy.”


“But in a colony without continuing status, the colonists have no right to privacy, isn’t that so?”


“If we need to listen to a colonist’s conversations, we have the legal right to do so without any kind of warrant. Well, no—I’m the one with the authority to issue such a warrant.”


“You know, Andrew never told me about his ansible



conversation with you. It must have been a doozy.”


“I was a supplicant then, and I needed ethical and practical guidance. I asked for it from MinCol, and I was redirected to an ansible conversation with the most famous expatriate in human history.”


“You didn’t ask to speak to Ender?”


“I wanted Graff to guarantee my mother’s safety so I didn’t have to make decisions based on my enemies’ threat to kill her if I didn’t obey them.”


“And Graff, no doubt guessing what you wanted, decided it would be good for you to handle things without his intervention, so he sent you to Ender to figure out that when Graff decided you were on your own, there was no way to change his mind.”


“That was never said, in so many words.”


“But you got that message.”


“I knew that from the fact that MinCol wouldn’t see me. Now I know that you and Andrew are playing your own game, here, and all you want from me is to continue to pretend that I don’t know that you have the potential to foment an active revolt.”


“And how would I do that?” asked Valentine.


“By asking about Ken Argon.”


“They loved him so much?”


“I think some of them, maybe many of them, know who killed Ken. Even if nobody knows, they think he was probably poisoned by a fellow colonist.”


“So if they cooperate with me at all,” said Valentine, “they’re ratting out a Tarragonan.”


“Not really. You’ll be able to assess whether somebody’s lying to you or concealing information. What foments rebellion is not what you might find, because they all know you’ll find nothing. It’s simply the fact that you are inquiring that will give them a sense of urgency. Because they’ll assume that you represent government authority.”


“Your having bodyguards accompany me will certainly lend credence to that notion.”


“Since you do represent government authority,” said Dabeet, “having been given a landing permit precisely because I need your help in resolving how Ken Argon died, they will correctly assume that the E.S. is much closer to making a final decision about the future of Tarragona.”


“Which might well be that Catalunya should be an independent world.”




“Or that it should have continuing status as a colony. Or that it should be disbanded and all colonists evacuated immediately, by force if necessary.”


“And they assume you want that last outcome?”


“They know Ken Argon wanted it.”


“How do they know that?”


“Because he told everybody. All the time. The llop had a civilization before humans came and wrecked it.”


“Civilization? The llop?” Valentine’s disbelief was exactly right. She had done her reading.


“Fingerless bone-crushing predators are what pass for civilization on Catalunya,” said Dabeet.


“They don’t even have language.”


“Neither did the Hive Queens.”


Valentine sighed. “I really will tell you everything important that I find out.”


“I’m sure you will,” said Dabeet.


“You’re sure that your recordings will give you everything,” said Valentine. “But they won’t give you what I conclude from the things I learn.”


“Which is why I so look forward to our conversation.” Dabeet smiled, rose to his feet, and ended the briefing. Not that he had called it a briefing. But Valentine certainly behaved as if she understood perfectly well what their meeting had been about.


* * *


This is not a competition, Dabeet told himself. I invited a speaker for the dead so that he might see what I have not been able to see. This means that his success is my success.


It’s Ender Wiggin, the honest part of his mind murmured.


Yes, I am competing with him. I have mastered my competitive instinct, I have subdued it, except this is Ender Wiggin. The idiotic world can revile him because of that stupid book, The Hive Queen, which was based on what, after all? Supposition about a wiped-out alien species whose arrival was the worst disaster in human history, and it destroys the reputation of a child who was the best of us, the best of the human race.


I hate him for being the best.


All right, I’ve faced it, I’ve allowed myself to think it. But now think again, because I also love him and admire him and yearn to



someday be the kind of hero that he was, a savior of a lost cause.


And maybe this is it. Resolving the problems of the planet Catalunya, the city of Tarragona, or, at the very least, Kenneth Argon, who became a friend before he died. There is an answer here somewhere, and I have been entrusted by the E.S. to find it and allow this colony to move forward—into continuing status, perhaps, or into exile. Somewhere.


Watching the feed from the cameras observing Andrew Wiggin would tax anyone’s patience—the man was just sitting there, staring off into space, while the llops move around him, occasionally sniffing him and even nosing him a little. But such a deep nothing was going on that it shunted away Dabeet’s attention.


And listening to the audiofeed from Valentine’s interviews was almost as boring. She was learning what Dabeet already knew. If something surprising came up, one of his assistants would tell him.


If Dabeet was to contribute to this project, he couldn’t just delegate it to the speaker for the dead and his sister, or to Dabeet’s own staff of trained observers, scientists, and government functionaries. He had to do something or he’d drive himself crazy with trying not to watch or listen to the others.


Good thing he had never attempted cooking in any serious way. He was the ultimate watcher of not-yet-boiling pots.


Ken Argon. It all comes down to him. Those maddening gaps in the recordings of his work. What was he doing?


Dabeet got into the directories that contained the posthumous Argon archive that his staff had assembled. All the files were labeled by time and place. There was also a document—a long one—listing all the gaps, along with information from Ken’s appointment book and research notes to fill in at least some of the times he hadn’t been observed.


And finally it dawned on Dabeet how strange it was that there was a gap right at the end of Argon’s life. He had always regarded it as suspicious that this sequence was missing, but he had regarded it as evidence that Argon was murdered—his killer would have searched for and erased the relevant surveillance records. That implied that the killer was part of the E.S., because he would have had to be able to get into the surveillance files—and to do that, he’d have to know that such records existed in the first place.


But that line of thought had led nowhere. Now Dabeet realized that he was not doing enough lateral reasoning. Was there some



other way that surveillance records of Ken’s activities leading up to his death might have been deleted?


No, even that is another assumption. What if there never had been any surveillance of Ken Argon during those gaps? What if he had persuaded the automatic recording systems to ignore him at certain times?


Instead of looking at the recorded surveillance, Dabeet began searching in the software that governed the surveillance systems, trying to determine how it worked. Naturally, the system resented his intrusion, and he kept getting pop-ups warning him that he was not authorized to make any copies of or alterations in the software. Finally, he logged himself in again as administrator, only this time he asserted his position as commander of this field office and claimed emergency powers. The security algorithm demanded to know what the emergency was, because it was going to make an automatic report by ansible. So Dabeet wrote: Ken Argon died without surveillance. I want to know why. The pop-ups stopped.


Soon Dabeet identified the changes Ken had made. First, he had turned off the automatic warning system, so that after the first time, the security system would not notify headquarters when Ken signed on to alter the software. Then he made a few simple changes that allowed him to switch off or destructively erase any recording he wished to eliminate.


Much later, there was one final change. Ken had permanently blocked all surveillance in one lab in the ALR—the Alien Life Repository.


Ken’s body had been found in that building. But not in that lab.


Dabeet called up a visual sequence that he and everybody else who had investigated Ken’s death had looked at repeatedly: Ken’s actual death. He staggered out of his office into the common area, empty because it was about three in the morning. He fell to the ground as if his legs had turned to liquid, and lay there whimpering in agony and murmuring something that no amount of analysis of either sound or lip movements could turn into any discernible language.


He came out of his office. Dabeet checked, and whatever happened in the office had been deleted.


That was Ken’s last action: the deletion of surveillance records. He had deleted the recording of himself deleting the recording.


Too recursive. Analysis of the toxin had revealed that Ken Argon died in unimaginable pain, but there would have been no impairment



of mental function. Ken might have been frantic and distracted by the pain, but he wasn’t crazy. So he would not have gone into his office just to delete a record of himself going into his office.


What was he trying to hide?


Dabeet used his deep-diagnostic software—the analytic programs he had access to only because he asserted an emergency—to search for the automatic backups of file allocation tables. He wanted to verify when the surveillance footage had been deleted, and then to see what else had been deleted around the same time.


But one of the deletions had been the very allocation table backup that he had been looking for.


How could Ken have deleted that? The diagnostics Dabeet was using did not give him the power to delete the diagnostic backups. Nothing gave that power.


Except that obviously something did, because it had happened.


Dabeet wrote a quick message to the head of the ITDS—Info Tech Diagnostic Service—asking how that particular backup allocation table came to be deleted. Because Dabeet had asserted emergency mode, his question would be given urgent priority—the head of ITDS would be called out of any meeting, or wakened out of a sound sleep. And Dabeet wasn’t afraid of any resentment over this, because the disappearance of a backup diagnostic file would cause even more consternation at ITDS than it was causing Dabeet here.


Meanwhile, though, Dabeet still had his best diagnostic tool—his brain, with its ability to remember pretty much everything, even things that he had not paid attention to. He put himself into what he called “calendar mode,” thinking through events during the last few days before Ken died. It had been a tricky time for both Dabeet and Ken, because they both knew that even though Ken was still nominally in charge of the local E.S., which meant the whole human presence on Catalunya, Dabeet had been sent there to investigate him, and Dabeet could countermand any order or action by Ken.


Why hadn’t Dabeet been notified that Ken took the system into emergency mode?


Because that’s not what Ken had done. However he got the power to alter and delete files, Ken had accomplished it in a way that left no marks behind, a way that notified nobody.


What was Ken so determined to hide?


His tracks, that’s for sure. Whatever he was hiding, he also went to some effort to hide the fact that he had hidden it. He might even



have hoped that it would look like a system malfunction, and not a deliberate action at all. For all Dabeet knew, that’s the answer the ITDS would return to him: system malfunction, cause unknown.


Dabeet felt a kind of excitement grow inside him. It wasn’t the excitement of knowing that the solution was within his grasp. Rather it was the deep satisfaction of knowing that he had found a new question, one that might lead him to find out what was, after all, one of the most important questions facing him: How and when did that toxin enter Ken Argon’s body?


And now his mind put together two newly acquired facts and brought them to the forefront of Dabeet’s attention: Ken was hiding the activity that killed him, and kept hiding it even when it must have been obvious that he was dying.


Ken had fairly recently blanked out all recording in Lab 3 of the ALR.


Dabeet thought about these two facts. Because nothing was recorded in Lab 3, there would have been nothing for Ken to erase, if that had some significance in the last hours of his life.


Ah, but there would have been video of Ken emerging from Lab 3, perhaps in visible distress from the toxin, if he acquired it there. Lab 3 was important to Ken—and it was important to him that no one see what he did in there. Was it even more important than that? So important that when Ken got envenomated, instead of seeking any kind of treatment he staggered to his office and spent his last minutes of life erasing his trail so that no one would be led back to that lab?


Somebody must have seen this already. After Ken’s death, some offworld investigator would have uploaded all the surveillance records and tried, at least, to track Ken’s movements. It was impossible that nobody had attempted this, so they must surely have noticed the gaps.


Dabeet brought up the raw data from the coroner’s investigation and, yes, there it was, a report on surveillance of Ken Argon’s movements in the hours prior to his death. Leaving his rooms. Then “missing record.” Then his appearance in the common room, dying.


And that’s where they had left it. Nobody—including Dabeet, he had to admit—had thought to figure out why those records were missing. Dabeet left that kind of thing to the offworld investigators, because they had diagnostic tools that he could only access by calling for emergency powers. Now that he was thinking about it,



he remembered wondering when they would inform him of what happened to the missing records.


In fact, he’d assumed that the records would have been backed up offworld, the way everything was supposed to be from a world still officially in the exploratory phase. But it had slipped away from his attention. He had deceived himself by looking elsewhere with too much concentration.


Staying out of the way of the speaker for the dead and his historian sister had, perhaps, freed up Dabeet’s attention so he could look elsewhere.


Ken could not have imagined that nobody would ever notice his deletions. The missing records were noticed in the first ten minutes after E.S. headquarters was notified of Ken’s troubling death. Before any analysis of the toxins in his system—before it was known that there were toxins—those missing surveillance records should have been the primary focus of the investigation, because if Ken had been murdered, the assumption would be that the killer or killers had pulled off the computational coup of hiding their tracks so thoroughly.


Another realization: I no longer believe that Ken was murdered.


From the moment Dabeet had discovered how thoroughly the surveillance of Ken’s last minutes had been erased, it never crossed his mind that someone other than Ken had done the deletion.


That didn’t mean that Dabeet was right—he knew perfectly well that just because he had unconsciously excluded murder as a possibility did not mean that Ken wasn’t murdered. But Dabeet had learned in early childhood to trust the “intuitions” that arose from his unconscious mind. For the time being, Dabeet would continue to act on the assumption that Ken Argon died from something other than a human attack on his body.


Whatever killed Ken, he wanted to hide it from those who would inevitably investigate his death.


No. Get rid of the abstraction. Ken spent his last moments hiding the manner of his death from me.


And because of my inattention, he has succeeded for months. It could easily have been forever. I conspired with him to hide this from myself.


The report on the missing files was there, much later in the investigation. And, as Dabeet had guessed, there was no cause assigned. Suspected: local system malfunction, perhaps caused by human action of unknown nature.




That was the lazy initial report, but there was no other. No doubt whoever made this report expected to be ordered to follow up and identify the system malfunction. He probably didn’t have the authority to initiate a deeper investigation without orders. And the orders had never come.


I could have given exactly those orders. But I paid no attention.


What am I paying no attention to now?


Even as he was forming this question, he noticed that there was a second page to this minimal report. Since the first page had only three lines of text, and there was no reference to further material, Dabeet might have looked at this report a dozen times without noticing the existence of another page.


He flipped to that page. It was full. Not of the data the investigator had been assigned to look for, but rather a complete description of what he had not found.


You were better than I was, Dabeet said silently to this unknown investigator. Without orders, you documented all the gaps in all the surveillance systems.


We couldn’t track when the deletions took place, but this investigator had tracked all the times and places that had been blanked out of the record.


It was a kind of path. The start and end times of the deletions were identical, rounded to the exact half-hour on the start time, and to a sequence of end times that moved forward minute by minute until the last one, completed just seconds before Ken staggered out of his office.


And now we know when the deletions took place. Ken couldn’t delete surveillance footage that didn’t yet exist. So every deletion had been marked from the same start time until “now”—the exact moment Ken performed the deletion.


He could have grouped all the deletions into a single operation, so they would all have the same end time. Why didn’t Ken—obviously, because he didn’t know when he would die. He didn’t know if he could finish the deletions. If he started marking all the deletions in a group, but died before he finished, then none of the deletions would have taken place, and he would have been found with the group definition still on the screen. The files would exist, and Ken’s actions would have called particular attention to the very surveillance records he wanted to eliminate.


So Ken had deleted them one at a time.




Most important ones first. That’s how he would have done it. So which was the oldest deletion?


The corridor outside Labs 3 and 4. Then the catalog room in the ALR. Then the entrance foyer. Then…


Obviously, Ken had erased his trail from Lab 3.


The last two deletions were unrelated to the path between Lab 3 and Ken’s office. Dabeet spent a while wondering what possible connection they had to anything else that Ken was doing, but then it occurred to him that Ken probably realized that his deletions also marked his path, so he was going on to delete other surveillance zones as red herrings. But then the pain got so bad, he was so close to death, that he gave up. He had done all that was possible. He blanked his computer, staggered out of his office, and then—was he trying to get help? No. He could have gotten help much faster by calling someone from his office. He just wanted his body to be found.


He wanted his body to be found because he wanted the toxins to be found, before they broke down. He wasn’t trying to hide the manner of his death—just the manner of his acquisition of the venom that killed him.


It was time to find out what was in Lab 3.


The answer was simple.


Nothing.


The samples of alien life had been scanned in every way possible, with the data uploaded to many offworld sites. Scientists and students all over the Hundred Worlds were studying them, printing 3D and 2D models, analyzing the chemistry, and then writing detailed reports. And as each sample was scanned and uploaded, the physical sample was incinerated, unless it was flagged for another option, like “release into wild”—that was only for living samples—or “return to natural environment.”


Dabeet saw that most samples had been tagged for return to natural environment. In other words, they were taken outside the compound and buried. Early on, some living samples were released into the wild—including a couple of scanned and recorded llops. Dabeet tried to imagine how that was handled, back in the earliest days of the E.S. survey. How did they know, before scanning, what tranquilizers, and in what doses, would be appropriate for the llop? And how did they get the other llops to let them take the tranquilized llops?


Dabeet would have to look that up sometime. The fact remained



that the llops were returned to the wild, presumably no worse for wear.


What had this experience meant to the llop—the fact that humans had kidnapped a couple of them, taken them away, and then returned them? What sense had they made of this?


Maybe they learned the only lesson that mattered: Humans can immobilize you whenever they want, but they don’t kill if you don’t force them to.


Dabeet doubted that the earlier pirate colony had been so tender-hearted. They didn’t have the equipment anyway. Maybe the first lesson the llops learned was the bloody one: don’t fight the humans. You can tear human bodies to pieces, but only if you get close enough, which you never will. Dabeet thought back to his orientation as he approached Catalunya. Yes, the pirates had even called it The War of Dogs.


The Catalan settlers had found their own names for everything. “Llop” just meant “lobo”—wolf. But the pirates would never have called the llops “wolf,” because among the names that their victims used for pirates were wolves, blood wolves, and void wolves. No doubt the pirates took pride in these vulpine names, so they couldn’t call their only enemy in their new colony by the same name. If the pirates were wolves, then these alien bone-splitters had to be called dogs.


So by the time the E.S. arrived, the llops must have learned to regard human beings as bitter enemies—if not as prey. This meant that tranquilizing, studying, and returning llop specimens might have signaled a new relationship with humans. This group of humans isn’t interested in killing you.


And that’s why Andrew Wiggin could be sitting out there among the llop, unmolested. So far. It’s why Ken Argon was able to live with the llop for days at a time, and, on two occasions, for several weeks at a stretch.


Lab 3. Lab 3 was empty. All the remaining samples had been preserved using various methods, and were kept in Lab 2, the largest of the labs, where most of them were kept in refrigerated cases. Lab 1 was used for ongoing research, of which there was very little—only one full-time xenologist and a couple of techs remained at this installation to study any new samples that might pop up in the course of planetary exploration. Lab 3 was used for nothing.


Was it possible that Lab 3 would still yield information about what Ken had been doing there?


Dabeet almost got up and went directly to Lab 3 to satisfy his



curiosity. But no, that would be a mistake. In all likelihood, whatever killed Ken Argon had been inside Lab 3. Perhaps someone had set a trap. Perhaps an alien sample released a toxin, or had toxins embedded in its surface, or on spines. Perhaps something had been put into the air.


Surely someone was cleaning the lab regularly. It must be on the schedule, and if it wasn’t safe, we’d have a high attrition rate among the custodial staff.


Except that the lab was listed as closed. Which meant that the door was locked, the space was not heated or cooled, and nobody ever went inside to clean.


No, that’s what was supposed to happen to a closed lab. But a quick check revealed that not only was Lab 3 still connected to atmospherics and given a stable temperature, but it also had water connections that showed a steady slow use of water.


Yes, Dabeet needed to go there, but not alone, because whatever Ken had been doing in there might still be going on. He would need witnesses, in case entering Lab 3 killed him.


And, perhaps most important, he knew he had to play fair with Andrew and Valentine. They would share what they had learned today, all three of them, and then make a plan of action. They would do this together. If there was one thing Dabeet had learned in Fleet School, it was the fact that smart people worked together and pooled their resources—including their knowledge.


They could talk during supper.


* * *


To Dabeet’s surprise, they didn’t seem all that eager to talk about anything substantive. Valentine spent a while telling Andrew about how Tarragonan fashions were a kind of living archaeology, the styles of the previous century still being sold to customers for current use. And Andrew answered with his llopological observations—how they were like many baboons in that their social hierarchy was entirely maintained among the females, while the males remained in many ways like useful children, sent out to bring home meat, but otherwise just tolerated until they went away.


How fascinating, Dabeet wanted to say. But he knew that despite Valentine’s comedy monologue and Andrew’s amateur naturalist disquisition, they would be alert to any hint of mockery from Dabeet. If Dabeet ended up making a difficult or controversial decision about



Catalunya, he could use the full support of two people with the kind of security clearances these two had. Somebody took them very, very seriously at the highest levels of government—probably above the level of anybody in the entire E.S. So if they backed him, this adventure might not ruin his career.


Sourly he thought, I’m the careerist now that I always used to despise. But it’s not about ambition. I already have the job I want—troubleshooting the trickiest problems facing the Exploratory Service on the newest or most exotic worlds. If they took that away from me because they lost trust in my judgment after Catalunya and Ken Argon, then what would the rest of my life even mean? Yes, maybe I could find some woman who imagined she could put up with me, and we could raise a passel of children, while I figured out how to be the thing I never had—a father. That would be an exotic new world to explore.


“We lost him,” said Andrew.


“No we didn’t,” said Valentine. “He’s awake.”


“But not listening to us,” said Andrew.


“I am,” said Dabeet, “but I’m not remotely interested in anything you’re saying, because I need your help, and you’re withholding it by talking about… about—”


“About the things that are a pleasure to talk about while eating,” said Valentine. “Serious conversations can give you indigestion. You’re older than we are now, surely you’ve discovered this.”


“I have indigestion from not talking about anything,” said Dabeet. “I’m glad you find the provincials interesting. I’m glad you find similarities between hierarchical behavior among baboons and llops. I rejoice at your ability to amuse yourself in this sad little lump of a city, on this overstudied and underutilized planet.”


“Well,” said Valentine, “it looks like somebody wanted a meeting instead of a meal.”


“What do you want to know?” asked Andrew.


“Since all outward appearances suggest you accomplished nothing—” Dabeet began.


“Well, we weren’t trying to accomplish anything yet,” said Valentine. “I was just trying to discover how murderous the people are. If they killed one administrator, they might kill another. So for what it’s worth, they don’t hate you, Dabeet. They also didn’t really hate Ken Argon. They feared what he would do and they thought he was crazy, but he was a likable guy. No, I didn’t meet



any murderers, and I didn’t meet anybody who was trying to cover up for a particular murderer. But I did find quite a few people who believed that someone in Tarragona murdered Kenneth Argon, and therefore they were apprehensive about what a speaker for the dead would uncover. They’ve never actually seen a speaking, but they’ve read about some of the more outlandish ones, including a couple of Andrew’s, though they didn’t know that. They’re afraid that Andrew’s speaking will reveal something that leads you, Dabeet, to evacuate the colony.”


“Do they really love their lives here so much?” asked Andrew.


“It’s the only world any of them have known. Their grandparents and great grandparents came from other worlds—mostly from Earth, in fact—but it’s all just stories to the people now. This is home, and they’re afraid to leave it. Especially because that crazy dangerous animal somehow might qualify in some idiot’s mind as ‘intelligent.’”


“Smart as can be,” said Andrew. “But the question isn’t about ‘intelligence.’”


Dabeet laughed grimly. “What is your definition of ‘intelligent.’ Or ‘sentient.’”


“Oh, we don’t have to have one,” said Andrew, smiling. “That’s your decision.”


Dabeet grimaced. “The E.S. has about six different definitions, all of them mutually contradictory and most of them self-contradicting.”


“Yet somehow the E.S. makes decisions about the presence or absence of sentient species on every world we’ve settled,” said Valentine.


“Because we’ve never found any,” said Dabeet.


“Are you hinting that there might be a bias against declaring another species sentient?” asked Valentine.


“Of course there is,” said Dabeet. “We’re in the colonization business now. I was openly told before I came here that my job was to clear things up well enough to give Tarragona continuing status. Which means I’m supposed to find that no matter how clever the llop are, they are not as smart as H. sapiens and his friends.”


“Well then,” said Andrew. “What did you call for us for?”


“Officially, to help resolve Ken Argon’s cause of death.”


“Come on,” said Valentine. “You have the chemical formulae of several different toxins found in his body.”




Dabeet rolled his eyes.


“He can still roll his eyes,” said Andrew. “He’s not completely a grownup yet.”


“Dabeet Ochoa,” said Valentine, “what I have found out is this: the people of Tarragona had nothing to do with the death of Ken Argon, but they fear that someone among them might have done it, and because of that, they’re circling the wagons to protect each other from the evil bureaucrats who will never, never understand them and their lives. I’m also reasonably sure that this is what you already believed.”


Dabeet nodded. “I’m glad to know we’ve reached the same conclusion.”


Valentine turned to her brother. “Andrew, what did you learn from the llop?”


“They once knew how to do things they no longer know how to do,” said Andrew. “But they remember that they did them. They remember being smarter and more capable than they are.”


Dabeet raised his eyebrows.


“You’re such a relentless interrogator,” said Andrew. “But you’ve broken me down, I’ll tell you what I think. I think that the llop once knew how to speak.”


Dabeet could not hear this in silence. “How can you tell that a creature once knew how to talk?”


“By the way they listen. The females, not the males. And only the older ones. They attend to my speech and I think they understand me, even though I was speaking Common instead of Catalá.”


“Ken would have spoken Common,” said Dabeet.


“So would the pirates,” said Andrew. “But let’s stay with Ken. Let’s say he was the only human whose speech they learned. I watched as much footage as you had on my way in, and I have to say, whenever Ken was with the llop, he never stopped talking. This was not a case of sentimentalizing or anthropomorphizing the alien smash-beast. It looked to me as if Ken were carrying on sustained conversations, so I did the same.”


“You mean they answered you?”


“They never answered Ken, either,” said Andrew. “It’s not about getting answered, it’s about being understood. I asked them all kinds of questions and strung out all kinds of stories. They listened with some attention—the adult females, I mean, because the males and children grew bored quickly enough and left us alone.”




“They never showed threat to you?”


“Let me tell it in order, please,” said Andrew, smiling. “I saw that they understood complex narratives, and, like you, they sometimes disbelieved me.”


“How did they show comprehension?” asked Dabeet.


“They didn’t blink once for yes and twice for no, if that’s what you’re thinking. I’m not offering you scientifically verifiable information, Dabeet. I’m offering you my perceptions and conclusions.”


“Sorry,” said Dabeet. “That’s what I need from you.”


“We’re missing something huge, still,” said Andrew. “About Ken, about the llop, and mostly about what Ken thought he had discovered about the llop. If he believed they were sentient, or had the potential to be sentient—that’s the standard, isn’t it?”


Dabeet nodded.


“If he declared them sentient, then the question of continuing status is moot. But think. He worked with them for years and certainly knew everything that I learned about them plus a lot more. Yet he never made a finding of sentience, did he?”


Dabeet could only agree.


“So even if he went native to some degree, he didn’t go so far as to impair his ability to assess intelligence. He did not think the llop, as they presently are, make very good candidates for the first sentient species since the Formics.”


“As they presently are,” Dabeet prompted him.


“I think that what Ken couldn’t get over were those tantalizing letters from some of the pirate colonists. That the dogs told them things. Where to find game. Where to plant crops. Just a couple of things, and by ‘told’ they might have meant ‘showed.’”


“Or, as the consensus had it, must have meant ‘showed,’” said Dabeet.


“What did Ken Argon believe?” asked Andrew. “I think it was those pirate-colony letters that made it so he couldn’t leave the llop alone, had to find out what those letters meant. But generally speaking, the llop neither tell us nor show us anything. They behave like a troop of hyenas or a pack of wolves—the constantly shifting game of king of the hill that the males play, and the quiet leadership of the females as they forage, feed the pups, and carefully observe whatever human has come along to bother them.”




Valentine chuckled. “You observe them for one day, Andrew, and you’re already annoying them? They are sentient.”


Dabeet didn’t appreciate the humor, mostly because hearing the sentence “they are sentient” gave him a shiver of excitement. Even though his assignment here was to certify continuing status for the colony of Tarragona as soon as possible, he was like everyone else in the E.S. He wanted to find a sentient species, especially a non-technological one that couldn’t come to Earth and attempt to destroy the human race.


“So I’ve reached a couple of tentative conclusions,” said Andrew, “and then I invite you to prove me wrong, because I think the conclusions are, like Ken Argon, borderline insane.”


“That implies that somebody knows where that borderline is,” said Dabeet sourly. “I’ve been probing for it my whole life.”


“Oh, I think you crossed over and back again several times,” said Andrew with a smile. “That’s what your father thought, anyway.”


Dabeet looked at him sharply. “If you’re pretending that you know who my father was, then you’ve lost all credibility with me.”


“Just because you haven’t found out a thing doesn’t mean that nobody else knows it,” said Valentine. “That’s what I keep learning over and over, usually under embarrassing circumstances. But I think Ender dropped that little morsel into the conversation in order to fluster you and distract you and make it possible for him to get us to take his proposal seriously.”


“What proposal?” asked Dabeet. He noticed that Valentine had used the name “Ender” for her brother; perhaps the name she used whenever she wanted to irritate him.


“I want to see Lab 3,” said Andrew, “but I want to bring along the top female from this local troop of llop.”


“Let’s see, a savage predator with the ability to remove any appendage, from toe to head, without our being capable of defending ourselves,” said Dabeet. “What could go wrong?”


“She won’t do that,” said Andrew.


“Did she sign a contract to that effect?” asked Dabeet. “Or was the agreement oral? One yip means yes…”


“I drew her a picture,” said Andrew, “and she drew one back to me.”


“Art class,” said Valentine.


“In the dirt,” said Andrew. “My guess is that the cameras are at a bad angle to see what we were doing. It’s remarkable how small



and fine her drawings are. It’s not the first time she’s communicated this way.”


“You took pictures?” asked Valentine.


Andrew touched the jewel attached to his earlobe. “I’m sure pictures must have been taken. Jane is pretty efficient about recording things.”


“Can she show us?”


“I don’t want her to,” said Andrew.


“Because we’ll see that it isn’t really a picture?” asked Valentine.


Dabeet appreciated the way that Valentine did his job for him.


“Because you won’t agree with me about what it means,” said Andrew, “and I’m right anyway.”


“What will we think it means?” asked Dabeet.


“You’ll think it means nothing,” said Andrew. “But I think she drew it for Ken. I have to see what’s in Lab 3, but I need to have her with me.”


“Have you named her?” asked Valentine. “When you bring home a pet and want Mommy to let you keep it, it’s much more convincing if you’ve already named it.”


“She has a name,” said Andrew. Then he made two high-pitched hips, a low growl, and two panting noises.


“How do you spell that,” said Dabeet, making a show of preparing to write it down.


“She answers to it, and nobody else does,” said Andrew. “So I called her that fairly early this morning, and she came and talked to me.”


“Because you called her by name,” said Dabeet.


“Nobody else has,” said Andrew. “At least since Ken Argon died.”


“What did she draw?” asked Dabeet. “Whether you think we’ll agree with you or not doesn’t matter. If you want access to Lab 3, with or without the llop, you have to tell me—or show me—what she drew.”


“Back when humans first came here,” said Andrew, “at least some of the llops engaged in conversation with at least some of the colonists. I think it terrified the pirates that llops could understand and reproduce human speech.”


“But they can’t,” said Dabeet.


“But they did,” said Andrew.


“How can you tell?” asked Dabeet. “Oral conversation doesn’t leave much of an archaeological record.”




“The letters again,” said Valentine.


“Not the letters,” said Andrew. “The fact that she understood me.”


“Because you know how to read llop body language,” said Valentine.


“I studied the exploratory teams’ reports about the llop on the way here,” said Andrew. “I knew what to look for.”


“I’ve read them many times,” said Dabeet, “and I don’t know.”


“Because the reports were written by people from E.S. who explained away all evidence of sentience as ‘simple animal communication,’” said Andrew. “But it was there. The llop understood human speech.”


“Because they left when somebody said the word ‘specimen,’” said Valentine.


“Yes,” said Andrew.


“What are you talking about?” asked Dabeet.


“Show him, please, Jane,” said Andrew.


Dabeet’s holodisplay turned on and in a moment, there were a couple of members of the exploratory team, conversing, with two llop peacefully lying on the ground nearby. Nothing was audible until the woman who was in charge said, “Protocol is that we study some specimens and report.”


Instantly, the two llop bounded to their feet and left the holofield.


“Coincidence,” said Dabeet.


“If they had said anything about vivisection,” said Andrew, “I wonder who would have vivisected whom.”


“Did your friend Yip-yip-grrr understand you?”


“I tried writing letters on the ground,” said Andrew.


“She corrected your spelling?” Valentine turned to Dabeet. “Andrew makes the silliest spelling errors sometimes.”


“Yes,” said Andrew. “But not the way you think. She stopped me from writing by wiping her foreclaw across the letters, and then pushing away my stick when I tried again.”


“So, art criticism?” asked Valentine. “Or literary criticism?”


“Then she drew something on the same patch of dirt.”


“Show me,” said Dabeet.


“Go ahead, Jane.” Andrew paused for a moment. “No enhancements. The clearest raw picture.”


The holofield showed the patch of dirt, horizontally. Both Dabeet and Valentine stood to get a clearer view.




The llop had apparently drawn with a single claw, because the lines were sharp and clear. But it looked like nothing at all to Dabeet.


“What are we supposed to be seeing here?” asked Dabeet.


“I think those are the wheels,” said Valentine. “It’s a mail delivery truck. She’s complaining that they haven’t had any letters for a while.”


“OK, Jane, now enhance it.”


Immediately some of the lines in the dirt grew light. Now it was a weird drawing of a four-legged creature with alligator jaws. But without perspective, absolutely flat as if the four legs all came straight down from the trunk of the body, and the jaws came out of a ball on one end.


“I wonder what other pictures you can find in that, by selecting the right lines,” said Valentine.


“Jane and I showed the enhanced version to her. She agreed.”


Dabeet was more impressed than he wanted to let on. “The lines are there,” he said. “But there are a lot of other lines.”


“I think some of them represent the fact that she didn’t think to lift her claw when moving from one part of the drawing to another,” said Andrew.


“Stray marks, then,” said Dabeet. “And she did this after stopping you from writing.”


“Let me show you the reason I want to get into Lab 3,” said Andrew.


At once, in yellowish light, the round head was highlighted, along with about a dozen stray lines coming out of it. Not the jaws of the llop, though. That remained the original color.


“I thought that was the head,” said Valentine.


“I still think it is,” said Dabeet.


“It may be,” said Andrew. “I don’t know. But I always intended to show you this before we went to Lab 3.”


“Why?” asked Dabeet.


“Because I asked her why this round thing didn’t look like her head.”


“What did she say?” asked Valentine facetiously.


“She trotted toward the E.S. compound,” said Andrew.


“Well, that’s clear,” said Dabeet.


“Everything she did looked to me like comprehension and an attempt to converse.”


“And trotting toward the compound meant…”


Valentine supplied the answer. “Andrew thinks it means the



round thing is inside the E.S. compound.”


“The round thing,” said Dabeet, “is either a childish representation of the llop head, or it’s the sun with those yellow rays coming out.”


“Color choice, Jane,” said Andrew.


The yellow circle and its appendages turned pink.


“Well, that’s nauseating now,” said Valentine. “It looks like an extruded stomach.”


“A heart with veins and arteries coming out,” said Dabeet.


“If the free-association game is over,” said Andrew, “will you let me call her and bring her inside?”


“We’ve never let an alien creature inside an E.S. laboratory under its own power, without sedation or some kind of restraint system,” said Dabeet.


“It is forbidden?”


“Of course it is,” said Valentine.


“Not explicitly,” said Dabeet. “We’re told the protocols for sedation and restraint, but we’re not told explicitly…”


Valentine laughed. “You want to do this, don’t you, Dabeet?”


Dabeet didn’t know why she was laughing. “Yes,” said Dabeet. “It could end my career. It could end our lives, if the llop goes crazy on us. But I think Andrew’s interpretation of that drawing is… the existence of that drawing…”


“Changes everything?” asked Valentine.


“Invites some unusual responses.” Dabeet turned again to Andrew. “Do you think she wants to get inside?”


“She kept trotting toward the compound,” said Andrew. “She’s waiting outside. But none of the others followed her.”


“Is that unusual?”


“She’s the matriarch,” said Andrew. “A parade of females and their young follow her wherever she goes.”


Valentine asked, with obvious curiosity, “I’ve never thought to ask. Do the llop nurse their young?”


“No mammary glands, no paps,” said Andrew. “But they do swallow some of their prey nearly whole, and then come back to the campsite and vomit it up for the young to eat. Several species on Earth do that.”


“Birds,” said Valentine.


“No, mammals too. Some dogs, for instance.”


“I didn’t know that was a mammalian thing,” said Valentine.




“As so many human males fail to understand,” said Andrew, “mammary glands are not the beginning and end of mammalian happiness.”


“Yes,” said Dabeet. “I’m going to chance it. But you can’t bring her in through the front. Come around the south side, and I’ll open the lab complex through the cargo door.”


“Any cameras pointed that way?” asked Valentine.


“Why don’t you want cameras?” asked Dabeet.


“I’m a historian,” said Valentine. “I want them everywhere. What if this is a complete failure? What if we end up chopped to bits lying around the lab, except for whatever parts of us Yip-yip-grrr swallows so she can disengorge it for the babies back at camp? Somebody needs to know the magnitude of our stupidity.”


“If Ken hadn’t erased everything,” said Andrew, “wouldn’t our lives be simpler?”


“Maybe Ken wanted to prevent us from doing exactly what we’re doing.”


“He didn’t bring in a dog,” said Valentine. “To use the pirate term for them.”


“How do you know?” asked Andrew.


“Because he didn’t let one out. Nobody fiddled with the door record, and during the time when he erased everything, no door opened. Yet there was no llop inside. Ergo.”


“Sum,” said Andrew.


“Always you forget to cogito first,” said Valentine.


Their life was one long in-joke, Dabeet thought. Though at least he recognized this one—Descartes’ famous a priori statement, Cogito ergo sum. “I think, therefore I am.”


“Go get the llop, Andrew,” said Dabeet.


“Want company?” asked Valentine.


“No,” said Andrew.


“Want a collar and leash?” asked Valentine.


“I’ll just say ‘heel’ and she’ll come along,” said Andrew.


“Let’s go open the door for the boy and his dog,” said Valentine to Dabeet.


* * *


Dabeet had been around the llop many times, back when Ken Argon insisted on it, but it always made him uneasy. It especially made him tense this time, because the llop matriarch was not acting llop-like. She was more like a trained dog, staring intently at the door.


“It looks like she thinks this is the right place,” said Valentine.


“Maybe she smells something we can’t smell,” said Andrew.


“I’m about to open the door,” said Dabeet. “For the first time, I think, since Ken visited here right before he died.”


“We should be in hazmat suits,” said Andrew, “but I worry that might lose us some trust with our four-legged companion.”


“I think that whatever killed Ken wasn’t loose in the atmosphere,” said Dabeet, “because then he would have given us a warning. Ken was a decent guy. He wouldn’t have left things set like a trap for anyone who happened to come in.”


“Because people who have just absorbed a killing dose of alien venom are always thinking of the welfare of others,” said Valentine.


“People behaved pretty decently back in the First Formic War, when the aliens were on Earth,” said Andrew, “killing people and animals and plants with their defoliation spray.”


“Aren’t humans wonderful,” said Valentine.


Andrew grinned. “They kind of are,” he said. “Present company excepted, of course.”


Dabeet palmed the door code.


Nothing happened.


“Oh, this is anticlimactic, isn’t it,” said Valentine.


“Ken didn’t have the clearances to block me out,” said Dabeet. “When I came here, everything was rekeyed to my control by the E.S.”


“Ken Argon did a lot of things he didn’t have the power to do,” said Andrew.


Then Andrew reached out his hand, palmed the doorpad, and it opened.


Dabeet might have made some caustic comment about Andrew Wiggin having higher clearances than God, but the door was open, and the llop matriarch was padding slowly in.


Dabeet followed her. Andrew deferred to him, perhaps because he was embarrassed that he could open a door in Dabeet’s own bailiwick that Dabeet himself could not control.


The room showed no sign that a man had been envenomated here. Was Dabeet’s conclusion wrong? Was it possible that this wasn’t where Ken was working when he was attacked?


“Doesn’t smell awful or anything,” said Valentine. They were inside the room, now, too.




“Nothing knocked over,” said Andrew. “Nothing spilled, nothing broken.”


“Ken Argon died so tidily,” said Valentine.


“When he left here, he might not have been feeling the full effect of the venom, yet,” said Dabeet. “He might not even have realized it was going to be fatal.”


“Or this might not be where he was envenomated,” said Andrew. “Looks like he was cleaning up. That sponge.”


“That sponge is round and beige with tendrils coming out,” said Valentine.


Dabeet understood at once. “The picture.”


The llop was already heading directly toward it, not eagerly, but with complete certainty. Dabeet was quite certain that this was what she had come for, what she had asked the speaker for the dead to do for her. Now he saw the picture as a depiction of a llop with a round parasite perched on its head, or perhaps covering it.


The llop’s head was at about the same level as the countertop. She picked up the sponge between her jaws with surprising gentleness, tipped her head back, and swallowed it.


“This was all about lunch?” asked Valentine softly.


The llop’s eyes went black.


Then a viscous liquid the same color as the sponge began to flow slowly out of the llop’s ears and nostrils. Defying gravity, the liquid flowed upward until it covered the crown of the llop’s head. In a very short time, it formed a globe from which the llop’s jaws protruded, along with holes for her eyes.


The llop turned to face Andrew. “Thank you,” she said.


The voice wasn’t human—far from it, and not machine-like, either. And not doglike. Too smooth for an animal, too high for a human, high enough that the effect was almost funny. Like having a dog speak with the voice of a very young child.


“Thank you,” she said to Dabeet. But not a word to Valentine. She knew who had been making the decisions, apparently.


“Am I talking to—” Andrew made the sound of the llop’s name.


“You’re talking to me,” said the llop. “Great Mother. But now I’ve found my voice again.”


“You’ve had this… companion before?” asked Andrew.


“I’m very old,” she said. “From a time when every woman had a voice.”


“No males, then?” asked Dabeet.




Great Mother ignored him. “My companion is dying,” she said. “Ah. Ah ah ah. We are too late.”


“We’re just in time,” said Andrew. “Say what you can.”


“For ten thousand generations we lived in this companionship. We kept our history then in songs. I barely remember them now, and have no time to sing them, not in this language. So hard to translate.”


“Why is your companion dying?” asked Andrew.


“They all died. All. But she is so sorry. So sorry to learn that Ken Argon is dead. She didn’t mean to.”


Dabeet could only assume that since connecting with—since extruding herself from—Great Mother, the parasite had been informed of Ken’s death. Or perhaps of every single thing in the llop’s mind.


“What did she do?”


“She thought Ken Argon was poisoning her. So she poisoned him back.”


“She’s venomous?” asked Andrew.


“Only at need. He had her in a jar. He sprayed her with something that made her feel very sick.”


Dabeet shook his head. “He was working on a cure for feline toxoplasmosis.”


“I know,” said Great Mother. “He told me. I knew he had this one here. He understood that if I joined with this one, I would also become infected and die, and in all likelihood I would spread the cat sickness to the others. The whole family.”


“So he was trying to cure it before you joined with it,” said Andrew.


Dabeet looked for anything written. There was a notebook. There were several vials with dry stains and dried-up residue in the bottom. Maybe the notebook had some information about what Ken was trying. The formula he had devised for curing the parasite of toxoplasmosis.


But the pages were blank. Knowing Ken, Dabeet realized that he would write things down only if the treatment worked.


“It was painful, what Ken sprayed onto your companion?” asked Dabeet.


“It felt like an agonizing death,” said Great Mother, answering Dabeet at last.


“Is she still in pain?” asked Dabeet. “Obviously she didn’t die.”


“The pain is gone,” said Great Mother. “She was starving and



drying out. She tried to guess which would kill her first. The nutrient solution was very rich at first, but for the past seventeen days it has been nothing but water, and not enough of that.”


“Nobody knew that the nutrient solution was exhausted,” said Dabeet. “Nobody knew there was anything alive in here.”


“Did Ken’s formula work?” asked Andrew.


“Did it cure her toxoplasmosis?”


“No,” said Great Mother. “She isn’t actively sick; she doesn’t have symptoms. But the disease forms cysts inside the body, and those are wakening now and spreading throughout my body. I will soon die.”


Only then did Dabeet realize that the llop had come here, if not expecting to die, then… then hoping to reconnect with the parasite that gave her a voice, even if it killed her.


“Do you have a way to record my song?” asked Great Mother. “I would like to sing it in our native language. I will start by telling you the meanings of a few words, and then you can learn the rest of my language from the songs I sing before I die.”


“Can’t you tell us if—” Andrew began.


“This is the last of her kind,” said Great Mother. “We will never have voices again. O Speaker for the Dead, please let me sing my own death, the death of my people.”


“We’ll leave now,” said Dabeet. “All humans will withdraw from—”


“Too late,” said Great Mother. “Now we’re no longer wise. If you want to leave, go. But not until you have killed all the cats. Don’t leave this world of ours to the cats.”


“Sing,” said Valentine, setting down her recorder. “This can hear you and record you for twenty hours.”


“I will be dead long before that,” said Great Mother.


“Do you want us to stay?” asked Valentine. “So you have someone to sing to?”


“No,” said Great Mother. “I will sing to my people. Take this recording and play it to them. Play it every day. Maybe some of them will understand even without companions. Maybe some of them will learn our language.”


“Let’s go,” said Andrew.


Immediately Valentine headed for the door.


Dabeet knew he should go. Yet this had been so fleeting, so impossible, so sudden. He wanted to know everything, yet he knew that she didn’t have time to answer his questions. She had a hope,



still—the hope that her songs would waken something in the minds of her… of her people. How dare he even think of interfering.


She began to sing in a language made of highly articulated yips and growls, sighs and whispers, with rhythm and pitch in patterns that bespoke a kind of music, though nothing like anything Dabeet had ever heard.


Andrew took him by the arm and led him from the room.


Andrew palmed the door closed.


“With all the cameras off,” said Dabeet, “how will we know when she is through?”


“Don’t you know how quickly toxoplasmosis works on living creatures on this world?” asked Andrew. “It was in the reports.”


“Yes, I know,” said Dabeet. “She has only a few hours.”


“And then what?” asked Valentine. “Do they have a death ritual of some kind? A funeral? A burial?”


“Not for those that die of the cat disease,” said Andrew. “It’s in the reports. They shun the bodies, for fear of picking up the cysts from the corpse. They eat nothing that dies of cat disease.”


“We really should have found a solution to the toxoplasmosis problem centuries ago,” said Valentine.


“We did,” said Dabeet. “We made it a high crime to bring any cat into space.”


“So a colony of criminals arrived with their cats,” said Valentine.


“Such a terrible chance that this is where they came,” said Dabeet.


“I think we need to find a virus that seeks out and kills the Toxoplasma gondii,” said Valentine.


“Or a virus that kills only cats,” said Dabeet. “That’s the one we need. Because even without toxoplasmosis, the cats have killed off dozens of species of small animals just for the fun of it.”


“How many of the people here have caught the parasite?” asked Andrew.


“We check everybody every three months,” said Dabeet. “Nobody has it.”


Andrew and Valentine said nothing.


“I’ll use my authority to compel everybody to be tested here, by E.S. personnel, instead of by local medical technicians,” said Dabeet.


“Would they really conceal infections?” asked Valentine.


“Toxoplasmosis isn’t usually dangerous to humans,” said Dabeet. “But it does predispose us to be kind to cats.”




“Are people still bringing in cat skins for the bounty?” asked Andrew.


“As many as ever,” said Dabeet.


“But nowhere near fast enough to keep up with feline population growth?” asked Andrew.


“Nothing can keep up with feline population growth,” said Valentine.


“How will the people react to the decision to deny the colony continuing status?” asked Andrew.


Dabeet didn’t want to answer. But he owed the truth to this speaker for the dead. “They will have their continuing status,” he said. “We will also continue our efforts to exterminate the cats and perhaps Toxoplasma gondii. And the llop will have a vast reserve of choice habitat that will be theirs forever.”


“Until Catalunya becomes an independent world and makes their own laws,” said Valentine.


“That’s possible,” said Dabeet, “though I’ll recommend that Starways Congress never grant independence without a firm guarantee—”


“Firm guarantees will become worthless as soon as the side with all the power decides that the llop are dangerous wild animals,” said Valentine.


“She drew the picture,” said Andrew. “She came here to find her companion. She gave her life for her people. How can you say that the llop aren’t sentient?”


“Because they aren’t,” said Dabeet. “Not with all the companions dead. We’ll search for more. On an island somewhere, perhaps. It’s not impossible. Or a genetically related species that we might be able to alter for them. We’ll try. But I was sent here with clear instructions.”


“To discover that the llop are not sentient and Ken Argon was a loon,” said Valentine.


“Yes,” said Dabeet.


“I think you don’t want me to speak the death of Ken Argon,” said Andrew.


“Yes, I do,” said Dabeet. “For me. For my staff. Some of them, anyway. But not for the people of Tarragona.”


“Some of them might change their minds,” said Valentine. “If they knew the truth.”


“No,” said Dabeet. “They’ll blame the pirates and the cats and



say, ‘Why should we pay for their crimes? The damage was already done before we got here. A tragic disease, not of our causing, not of our bringing. Tragedy is no reason we should give up this beautiful world,’ they’ll say. Ken Argon was a renegat, a traitor, the enemy.”


Andrew and Valentine nodded as if the same puppeteer were moving their heads.


“I’m glad you came,” said Dabeet. “I had to know. Even though I also knew what the E.S. wanted the outcome to be. Soon they would have replaced me and sent someone more obedient. Perhaps my replacement is already on his way.”


“He is,” said Andrew.


Dabeet smiled ruefully. “Andrew, do you really know who my father was?”


Andrew shook his head. Though whether that meant “No, I don’t know” or “No, I won’t answer you,” Dabeet had no way of knowing.


“Andrew,” said Dabeet. “Don’t speakers for the dead fearlessly say what no one wants to hear, as long as it’s true?”


“We do,” said Andrew. “But Dabeet, my friend, you are not dead.”











Our next story is the latest entry in the long running Dune saga. It takes us back to Frank Herbert’s Dune, the novel that launched the series. Authors Brian Herbert—Frank’s son—and Kevin J. Anderson offer us a tale that takes place during the two-year gap where Gurney Halleck is off on his own, and Paul Atreides is becoming the Fremen leader. For decades readers have asked, “What was Gurney doing?” This is his story.


THE WATERS OF KANLY


FROM THE LOST YEARS OF GURNEY HALLECK


BRIAN HERBERT AND KEVIN J. ANDERSON


I




“Blood is thicker than water.


Water is more precious than spice.


Revenge is most precious of all.”


—songs of Gurney Halleck





The baliset strings thrummed and the flywheel spun, producing a sad song… as it always did.


Gurney Halleck used the multipick, focused on the music that came from his beloved instrument, immersed in the mood, the sorrow, the anger. With the music, he didn’t need to think about the crackling dry air, the rock-walled caves of the smugglers’ hideout, the grief that had set deeply into his bones, still undiminished even after a full year.


Harkonnen forces had swept into the Atreides stronghold in Arrakeen as soon as the household shields were dropped, thanks to an as-yet unidentified traitor, no doubt someone trusted… and deadly. Gurney was convinced that person was the she-witch Jessica, and because of her Duke Leto was dead. Young Master Paul was dead, too, and so was the loyal Duncan Idaho, a Swordmaster like Gurney.


And so, if reports were to be believed, was Jessica herself.


After the Harkonnens had once again taken over Arrakis, the planet commonly known as Dune, Gurney Halleck was the only surviving Atreides lieutenant, he and 73 other men. The Atreides Mentat, Thufir Hawat, had been captured alive, now forced to serve



the vile Baron Harkonnen. Only Gurney and his men remained free, and they spoke often of seeking revenge.


But it was difficult and long delayed.


He let the emotions flow as he sang a sad refrain…


“A man of his people, not of himself,


Duke Leto betrayed, oh how can it be?


Of all the nobles, why our gallant Duke?


I shall never forget, shall never forgive…”


Gurney looked up as a shadow fell over him, cast by the light of the glowglobes suspended near the rock ceiling. A burly man stood a head taller than Gurney with blocky features that looked as if they had been carved from lava rock by an inexpert sculptor who had imbibed too much spice beer. Orbo was one of the reliable smugglers who had served their leader Staban Tuek reliably for years, a muscular man who excelled in physical endurance and strength, but was never called upon to do much thinking.


Gurney kept playing absently, though his singing faltered into silence as he saw the angry expression on Orbo’s face. The large group sat inside the rock-walled assembly hall of the smugglers’ hideout, their improvised sietch in the deep desert. The natural caves had been cut deeper with heavy equipment, the living chambers outfitted to look like the cabins and piloting deck of a spice freighter.


Many of Gurney’s men were in the assembly room playing gambling games, talking about their long-lost homes on Caladan, describing their prowess with women from bygone days. Few discussed business, because Staban Tuek was the one who determined the time and the place of their raids, and his smugglers followed.


Gurney’s fingers stilled on the baliset strings. Orbo’s face rippled with uneasiness and anger, as he seemed to be having difficultly articulating what was upsetting him.


“Don’t you have a fondness for music, man?” Gurney asked. He realized that the big muscular man had often shown discomfort whenever he played and sang.


“Oh, I like music all right,” Orbo said in a voice thick from a lifetime of breathing and speaking dust. “I just don’t like your music. I want happy music, joyful music.” He scowled. “Your songs have too much anger, too much revenge.”


Gurney’s eyes narrowed. This man was treading on dangerous ground and could get hurt for doing so, no matter his size. “Perhaps



vengeance is the most important thing I have to sing about… after what House Harkonnen did.”


Orbo shook his head. “We are smugglers and have no time for politics. You are dangerous.”


With the palm of his hand Gurney stopped the flywheel spinning. “When my men and I joined you, I swore to Staban I would delay my revenge and find an appropriate way, but I never promised to forget about it entirely.” His voice hitched, but he clamped down on his emotions. “Thinking about revenge keeps me going.”


Orbo seized the baliset, snatching it right out of his hands. Gurney grabbed for it, but the big man swung it and drove it hard against the heat-smoothed stone wall. He smashed the instrument, causing it to make a discordant jangle, like ghosts of the saddest songs ever sung. With an angry grunt, he tossed the string-tangled splinters in a heap at Gurney’s feet. “Now you don’t have music either, and we can finally have peace.”


At another time, Gurney would have murdered him on the spot. He tightened his jaw, making the inkvine scar there ripple and dance like a purplish dying snake. Several of the other Atreides survivors rose to their feet, casting deadly glances toward Orbo as he stalked off. Gurney raised a hand, stopping them. He quelled his own anger, walling it off into a safe internal compartment, as he’d been doing since that terrible night.


Staban Tuek emerged from a small side chamber he used as an office, his expression dark. First looking at the departing Orbo and then at the wrecked instrument on the floor, he asked, “What have you done now, Gurney Halleck?”


Gurney struggled to control himself. Everything in its time, and there is a time for everything. “As I sit here with my prized possession ruined, your first thought is to ask me what I’ve done?”


“Yes, I do.” He glanced at the tunnel where Orbo had vanished. “That man doesn’t have the imagination to be cruel. You must have done something to irritate him. Seriously irritate him.”


Gurney twitched his fingers as if he could still play an imaginary baliset. “Apparently some of your men don’t like sad songs.”


The smuggler leader snorted. “None of us do. And we’re growing pretty tired of you.” His expression softened and he gave a hint of a smile to mitigate his words. “You obsess on the defeat of your House Atreides rather than victories to come. You and your men are smugglers now and should be thinking of raiding spice, developing



black markets, and stealing equipment from the Harkonnens to sell back to them at exorbitant prices.” Staban shook his head. “The past is the past. And remember what I told you when you first came to me after the fall of Arrakeen, when you were burned and dirty, weak and starving.”


“The same night your own father was murdered by the Harkonnen monsters,” Gurney said.


Staban twitched, but narrowed his gaze and focused his words. “I gave you a home but I warned you not to seek revenge too soon, bringing down the anger of our new planetary masters, House Harkonnen. As my father said, ‘A stone is heavy and the sand is weighty; but a fool’s wrath is heavier than both.’”


“I remember the quote,” Gurney muttered, “but I prefer another from Esmar Tuek.” He smiled, softening the features on his lumpy face. “‘There’s more than one way to destroy a foe.’” He kicked the jangling wires and debris of his baliset as if it meant nothing to him. Compared to his plans, the lost instrument was indeed a trivial thing. Revenge against the Harkonnens, against the loathsome acting governor Beast Rabban was paramount. “I’ve been pondering something in the Orange Catholic Bible: ‘A thinking man has infinite options, but a reactive man is doomed to only one path.’”


“You always have a quote. One for every occasion, it seems. Now what the hell does that one mean?”


“It means I have an idea about how to hurt Rabban, one that should also prove profitable for us.”


Tuek was intrigued. “I much prefer this line of thinking. Tell me.”


Gurney brushed himself off and walked with the smuggler leader back to his office, speaking in a low voice. “Regular shipments of supplies and equipment come from offworld to Rabban’s garrison city of Carthag. The Beast should not be entitled to all of them.” He paused, letting the idea sink in. He could see the thoughts churning on Staban’s face.


“First,” Gurney continued, “we have to arrange a meeting with the Emperor’s unofficial ambassador to the smugglers.”


II


As far as Gurney was concerned, this was not a man to be trusted.


Count Hasimir Fenring was a weasel-faced, dithering imperialist who held a great deal of power. Apparently, Fenring had been a



childhood friend of the Padishah Emperor Shaddam IV. They had shared many schemes and violent adventures, and according to rumor had even assassinated Shaddam’s father, placing the Crown Prince on the throne. On the surface, Fenring had the ability to seem innocuous and foppish, with a meandering conversational style, yet he had a gaze like a pair of surgical needles. This was a deadly killer and the Emperor’s proxy on Arrakis. Gurney knew well, he was not a man to be underestimated, and might even have been involved in the plot to destroy House Atreides.


Fenring had come to Carthag on official business, to meet with Glossu Rabban and ensure that after a full year the Harkonnen spice-harvesting operations were producing the expected amounts of the valuable geriatric substance melange, found only in the deep deserts of this planet. Count Fenring had countless unofficial dealings on the Emperor’s behalf, of which neither the Harkonnens nor the Landsraad nobles knew anything. Because of his illicit interactions with smuggler bands such as Staban Tuek’s, he held the whispered, unofficial title of “Ambassador to the Smugglers.”


Carthag, a brassy and blustery new city thrown together with prefabricated buildings and no finesse, was a place of dark alleys and sharp corners where Harkonnen troops held as much power over the populace as they could grab, a city where happiness was a rare and expensive commodity.


Through his connections among the merchants and military quartermasters in Carthag, Staban had slipped him a message, and Count Fenring had arranged this meeting in an airlocked bar down a side alley, where the price of water was more expensive than any exotic or extravagant alcoholic drink. The proprietor had paid substantial bribes to Harkonnen guards and officials to ensure that this unofficial drinking establishment remained unharassed, the patrons allowed a small measure of privacy.


Gurney and Staban wore dusty desert robes, and Gurney kept a stillsuit mask across his face and a cowl around his head, while Staban was more brash, confident that no one would recognize him… or at least no one would care. Eerie warbling semuta music played in the background. Incense wafted pinkish clouds of aroma into the stuffy air. All manner of dusty, dirty patrons filled the bar, many of whom were engaged in whispered conversations, as if they were plotting something illegal.


A man entered through the door seal, and Gurney recognized



Fenring, the Imperial representative, a man with secrets and goals of his own. He wore traditional local garb without Harkonnen military markings: drab and dusty folds of cloth, a breathing mask across his face, but he didn’t seem to belong here. At first Gurney thought that Fenring—with his fine upbringing and noble ways—was just uncomfortable in a seedy place like this, but realized as Fenring’s close-set eyes flashed that this wasn’t the case at all. No, the part of Fenring that didn’t belong was an act. At any moment he could glide into the shadows with a dagger or other weapon and do exactly what needed to be done, without flinching or the slightest remorse.


Staban signaled him with a subtle hand gesture, and Fenring glided over with a jouncey step. He sat on a hard chair, removed his head covering. Gurney and Staban already had their drinks; diluted spice beers.


Fenring lifted a finger as the surly, wrung-out waitress came up to him. “Ah, I would like water please. Purified water of course, but with a splash of citrus flavoring. Let’s make it special tonight for this meeting, hmmm?”


“Water,” she said. “I’ll see if I can find something to add taste.”


Though Staban had requested the meeting, Fenring took charge, leaning over the table, glancing at Gurney without recognition but focusing his piercing gaze on the smuggler leader. “I have come to oversee Governor Rabban’s activities here. I fear he will not do well, hmmm.”


“We hope that is the case,” Gurney muttered.


Fenring suddenly paid attention to him. They had met previously, a brief occasion when Gurney was with Duke Leto, but the Count still showed no indication of knowing this. Still, something seemed to be nagging at him, tickling his memory. “Interesting… hmmm.”


Staban sucked in a breath and interrupted. “We don’t care who the planetary governor is, so long as we are able to perform our own work, unmolested.”


“And that is why I do business with you, my dear Staban, ahhh,” Fenring said. “For all the good intentions—or bad—of the new Harkonnen overlords, the Padishah Emperor does not like a bottleneck in the flow of spice, nor does he care for a single disreputable source of melange. Imperial governors are so notoriously… ummm… unreliable. After all, look what happened to poor Duke Atreides, hmmm?”


Gurney felt a flush of angry heat through his skin, took a deep



breath for courage. He reached up and removed the nostril plugs, the covering over his mouth, slid down the cowl to expose the prominent inkvine scar on his cheek, the scar that Rabban himself had inflicted upon him after the horrible rape and beating he had committed against Gurney’s sister, right before his very eyes… “Yes, look what happened to the Atreides. Look what happened to my Duke.” He waited a beat as Fenring studied him, worked through his thoughts and memories, tried to recognize who Gurney was.


“You are one of the Duke’s men. A well-known one, hmmm.” He pursed his lips. “Ah yes, Halleck, isn’t it?”


“Gurney Halleck.”


“Most unfortunate what happened to your Duke, yes, most unfortunate, indeed. And I’m not surprised some of the Duke’s men survived, though I am surprised that you would fall in among the smugglers.”


“I had few choices,” Gurney answered in a growl. He sipped his diluted spice beer, and the waitress shuffled over with Fenring’s water. It looked murky from some oily additive. Fenring sipped, grimaced, but thanked the waitress anyway.


“The Atreides fell, and it was not entirely due to the Harkonnens. There was treachery.” Gurney leaned over the table. “Was it treachery from the Emperor?”


Fenring looked astonished by the suggestion. Staban reacted with alarm. “He didn’t mean that, sir—”


The Count glared at Gurney. “I assure you, hmmm, that the Emperor takes no part in the petty squabbles of Landsraad nobles.”


The Swordmaster rested his elbows on the table. “Then we must have been imagining things when we fought enemies in Harkonnen livery who were quite clearly trained as Sardaukar.”


Fenring paused for a moment too long before saying, “Then the Baron must have hired some mercenaries with excellent training.”


Gurney didn’t believe him for a moment, but let the matter drop. Fenring knew something, though he probably was not involved in the planning. As a minimum, he and the Emperor looked the other way and let the Harkonnens commit their treachery. He took a deep calming breath. That assessment wasn’t his focus right now. “Politics and politics,” he said, “and damn it all to the Seven Hells. I know who the traitor was—Jessica, the concubine of my beloved Duke, the woman who shared his bed, the mother of—” His voiced hitched. “The mother of Paul Atreides, dear Paul. All of them gone



now.” He drew a deep breath, felt his face flush. “There must be an accounting against the Harkonnens, sir.” His voice was hard and determined, and just across the table from him Fenring’s eyes bored into his, like a laser cutter. “Even before House Atreides moved to this damned desert planet, we knew there was a plot. We knew the Duke’s enemies had gathered against him. Duke Leto Atreides formally declared Kanly on the Baron Vladimir Harkonnen. There are rules and expectations to that ancient blood feud.” Gurney waited a beat. “And now I insist on my right. Sir, on behalf of my fallen House and my noble Duke, I demand satisfaction.”


Fenring’s eyes lit up, and a sardonic smile curled at the edges of his mouth. He sat back, took another unconscious sip of the murky water. “Yes, rules, hmmm. Rules.”


“I demand that the forms be obeyed.”


“But, ahhh, Duke Leto is dead now,” Fenring pointed out. “As is his son and heir Paul.”


“I know. And when all the lights go out, darkness only wins until another flame lights the shadows. I am the Duke’s last remaining lieutenant. I claim the right of Kanly. I will finish this battle against House Harkonnen—in my own way.”


Fenring let out a long and weary sigh and drained half of his water in one gulp. “Hmmm, vows of revenge are so tedious, so boring to me. Is that why you brought me here?”


Staban Tuek quickly broke in, looking uneasy. “My companion focuses too much on revenge and forgets the more relevant part of this discussion. He has developed a plan of action—a fascinating one, I think you’ll agree.


“The Harkonnens supply Rabban’s military outpost in Carthag with offworld water, shipped from their homeworld, Giedi Prime. The water costs little, although the transportation is expensive. A supply tanker of water, enough to fulfill the extravagant needs of the Harkonnen troops, arrives each month. To the people on Giedi Prime, it is mere water, practically free. To the people of Arrakis, it is a treasure worth more than spice. For some it is worth more than life itself.”


“We intend to hijack the tanker and take the water,” Gurney interrupted, catching Fenring’s attention again. “We need to enlist your assistance, your connections, Count Fenring. We require access to the Guild Heighliner. When it arrives, we need to know the crew and defenses aboard the Harkonnen tanker when it’s still



up in orbit. Once we get aboard, we’ll handle the rest.”


Staban interjected, “Stealing that tanker will be a great embarrassment for Rabban—and thus Gurney gets his revenge and can declare Kanly complete. And we smugglers receive a water prize worth a huge number of solaris here on Arrakis.”


Fenring sounded dubious. “And why would I assist you in this? What possible reason would I have?”


Gurney chose to state the matter flat out. “Because we will pay you an enormous bribe.”


Staban looked as if he had just swallowed sand and choked on it.


Fenring did not laugh, nor dismiss the suggestion. “And the Guild itself will require tremendous payments, hmmmm.” He tapped his fingers on the tabletop. “I admit there is a measure of amusement in placing Rabban in an awkward position. It is never good to have a planetary governor who grows too complacent. Giving him a black eye could be very beneficial.”


Gurney knotted and unknotted his fists on the table. “We will pay the inducement. We will round up additional spice, and you will have the funds you need.”


“I haven’t even quoted the price yet, hmmm. You may find it overwhelming.”


“We will pay it,” Gurney said, and Staban glared at him. Fenring’s eyes narrowed, flicking back and forth as he performed calculations in his mind. Gurney was reminded of how Thufir Hawat had concentrated with remarkable focus and intensely, when he performed Mentat projections.


Then Fenring quoted an amount so astronomical that Staban gasped and looked at him in disbelief. Gurney had made calculations of his own, knowing the smugglers and the Atreides fighters would find ways to gather extra spice in their raids, perhaps with the cooperation of desert villagers, maybe even the Fremen.


“We will pay it,” the Atreides man said again.


III


It was not difficult to rally the desert villagers and the Fremen against the Harkonnens. Gurney had known it wouldn’t be. He knew Beast Rabban.


Less than a week after their secret meeting with Fenring, smuggler scouts and spice hunters on the edge of the desert plateau spotted a black flag of smoke curling up from the elbow of a canyon,



the site of one of the hardscrabble graben villages. A squalid town that collected droplets of moisture from the air with huge skimmers and condensers, people who coaxed useful minerals and metals from the rocks and scavenged just enough spice from the open desert to trade in the cities for supplies and medicines they needed, and no luxuries. The smoke had wafted up, dissipating for hours before a spotter reported it.


After checking the weather report and verifying there were no sandstorms or turbulent cyclones on the flight path, Gurney flew the low-altitude ornithopter. Beside him, a concerned-looking Orbo rode, along with Staban and ten other armed smugglers in seats at the back, all clad in desert gear. Even after being stranded here for a year in the smuggler crew, Gurney still found it awkward to prepare for combat without a personal shield, but no one on Arrakis wore a shield. Not only did the sand and dust make the devices malfunction, the pulsing field-effect invariably attracted and maddened a giant sandworm.


No amount of personal protection was worth the risk of facing a monster like that.


Gruff Orbo looked through the ’thopter’s scratched and pitted plaz window as Gurney flew in toward the smoke.


Once or twice he had considered challenging the bigger man to a duel, to slay him in front of the other smugglers for the insult of smashing the baliset. The smuggler caves were without music now, and Gurney found them a much sadder, lonelier place. But he knew that if he challenged Orbo, who had many friends among the smugglers, he would damage his own position among them. Even if he won the duel, he would have to leave. Gurney didn’t want that, couldn’t afford it. He needed these hardened smugglers, especially now that he was so close to achieving what he wanted so badly. He had not forgiven Orbo, but gave the matter no further thought now, blocking it away like putting it inside a walled fortress. He did not allow the incident to fester within him the way the thought of Rabban did.


The way the traitor Jessica festered within him.


“I know what that is,” Orbo said, pointing down at the surface. The rattling hum of the engine and flutter of the articulated wings nearly drowned out his voice.


Gurney looked to the side, through the window past Orbo. “What is it? What’s out there?”




Orbo simply stared out the window.


Just behind Gurney, Staban leaned close. “His village is out there. He came from the desert people and joined us. Sometimes we bring water and supplies to that settlement.”


As Gurney flew in, he realized with a sinking sensation what the curling smoke meant. “Looks like someone else found it, too.”


Orbo just stared gloomily. He’d already figured this out himself.


The smugglers were greatly uneasy as Gurney brought the ’thopter around the high cliffs and into the elbow canyon. Black starbursts of explosions marked the desert floor and cliff walls. The once huddled buildings of the small outpost had been smashed and burned. Bodies lay sprawled in the streets, their skin blackened, some of their desert stillsuits smoldering as slow-burning fires ate through the sandwiched fabric and cooked the dead flesh underneath.


Gurney had barely landed the ’thopter when Orbo cracked open the door and burst out, his boots sinking into the stirred gravel and sand. He didn’t even affix his nose plugs or breathing mask. He bounded forward, letting out primal sounds as the other smugglers followed.


Gurney shut down the rotors, racked the articulated wings into their resting position, then joined Staban outside. While Orbo and the smugglers searched the mangled remnants of huts, the low dwellings built into cliff walls, the supply sheds that had been leveled with explosives, frantically looking for survivors, Gurney knew they would find none. Rabban would not have left any.


Orbo came back, his face distraught. Soot smeared his cheeks and desert cloak. Other smugglers had dragged out the bodies of dead villagers, laying them out on the bleak canyon floor.


“Who did this?” Orbo sobbed. “Why?”


“You know who did it,” Gurney said. “Perhaps your people didn’t pay Rabban the tithes he demanded, or maybe his men were just bored.”


“No survivors?” Staban asked.


“They’re all dead. He wanted to burn everything so no one would find this village at all. A single sandstorm can wipe out the rest of the evidence.”


“Rabban doesn’t care about any evidence he leaves behind,” Gurney said. “He’s perfectly happy to let you find it. Dozens of other villages in the pan and graben have suffered the same fate in the past year. Rabban needs to make everyone fear him.” He clenched his jaw.



“Any fool would know this is wasteful, not leadership.”


When he glanced up, he caught a flicker of movement in the cliffs, in the shadows of rock, while a figure, a human figure, darted into a cleft. As Gurney watched, a camouflage cloak swirled up and he could no longer see the person.


“Fremen,” Staban muttered.


Gurney was intrigued. “An eyewitness, maybe?”


“More likely just drawn to the smoke to investigate—and to scavenge what he can.”


Gurney looked down at the bodies lined up outside the village, recalling a rumor he’d heard that Fremen took corpses and extracted the water from their flesh. Yes, water was indeed a precious commodity here. If Gurney and the smugglers hadn’t flown in, maybe the Fremen would have stolen the bodies so that no one knew what happened to them. He looked around at the cliffs, saw no further movement, could no longer see a hint of where the furtive Fremen had vanished. He suspected others were also watching, camouflaged as well. They would be listening.


Gurney looked at Orbo, then at the smuggler leader, and spoke loudly. “Staban, this is the time for revenge. You have made me wait too long. Now Orbo’s village is destroyed, his entire family. Staban, your father is also dead—because of the Harkonnens.” He raised his voice to a shout, “And all you Fremen, I know you’re listening. Spread the word among your sietches. Tell the desert people in the graben villages and those hidden in the deepest wilds that we need a huge amount of spice… not for our own profit, but to make the proper bribes. Tell them we have a way to hurt the Beast who did this.”


Gurney knew if his words resonated here, the message would spread. The survivors and bereaved from other villages Rabban had preyed upon… those people would help him. He wasn’t the only one with justification for a vendetta. So much blood had been spilled that the cost in spice was not even worth measuring.


They had three weeks to raise the enormous amount of melange before Count Fenring returned.


They would get more than they needed in two.


IV


Twelve men, all loyal, tried-and-true Atreides veterans for the mission.


Gurney selected them himself and disappointed others back



in the smugglers’ hideout, because every one of his men who had survived Arrakeen still served the memory of their beloved Duke Leto and his family and wanted to share in Gurney Halleck’s quest to meet the requirements of Kanly. They all wanted to shed Harkonnen blood, but he could only take a small number on the mission up to the Guild Heighliner, where they would steal Rabban’s water tanker. A dozen men following him… and Gurney didn’t promise they would survive. He merely told them they might, and might not die. Brave and dedicated men, that was good enough for them.


“For House Atreides!” they called out in a cheer, joined by the other Atreides men who had failed to make the cut.


Staban Tuek then insisted that Gurney also take six of his original smugglers to ensure his own profit as well as Gurney’s vengeance. Orbo led this smaller group, but they would follow Gurney’s orders, to complete his plan.


The squad traveled surreptitiously to the battle-damaged spaceport at Arrakeen, much smaller than the large industrial platforms in Rabban’s city of Carthag. Following the attack a year ago, using modern weapons and old-style artillery, the Harkonnen invaders had damaged much of the Arrakeen spaceport, and although it had been patched and repaired to make it serviceable, no one had bothered to clean up all the battle debris, not thinking it mattered.


That’s how the Harkonnens were, and Carthag was their capital here, while Arrakeen was just a sad and painful memory of the all-too-brief Atreides rule. Gurney wanted to depart from the Arrakeen spaceport for a purpose, though. He despised Carthag and the pigsty stink of Harkonnens there. The frontier town of Arrakeen was more familiar to him, and more appropriate for the purpose of Kanly.


The forms must be obeyed, he thought.
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