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            Will shall be harder,

Heart the keener,

More proud the spirit,

As our strength lessens.

-Lines from the Old English poem,

The Battle of Maldon.
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This story as I edit it, seems to be a story of colonization and what would happen when the colonizers leave. This story contains themes of colonialism and racism told from the point of view of the colonizers and therefore, is not for everyone. This is a work of social science fiction and rather than exploring concepts of spaceships and travelling to far off stars it explores the vastness of interpersonal relationships.

So I ask you, how do you decolonize a planet?
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Chapter One
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Will shall be harder, 

Heart the keener,

More proud the spirit,

As our strength lessens.

-Lines from the Old English poem,

The Battle of Maldon.

The wheat was coming along well. For a wonder, most of the seeds had actually germinated, and rows of green shoots were sticking up where the seed-drill had gone. Now if God or the Great Computer or whatever would just keep off the many bugs that liked to eat shoots, would protect the crop from hail or early frost, and would grant seasonable rain, they might actually have a crop come harvest.

Mike Dawson had worked hard on this farm, first under the direction of his father, Frank, then later as the boss himself. Mike was tall and muscular, with sandy hair and a beard which, though carefully shaved in the morning, was thoroughly bristly by evening. The farm was not his only source of income, just the one he liked the best. They had always been able to get a good crop of wheat off this land, barring those occasional years of drought.

‘Wheat,’ they called it, Mike reflected, though this stuff was several long genetic steps from the wheat grown on Earth long ago. In fact, the official terminology was EFG-135, which stood for Experimental Food Grain #135, but nobody who planted it called it anything other than ‘wheat.’

“And what happened to the other one hundred and thirty-four Experimental Food Grains?” he murmured to himself with a private smile.

“What?” asked Billy Owen, looking up from the steering wheel of the Landrover. “You say something, Mike?”

Mike shook his head. “Just talking to myself, Billy. Let’s go.”

Billy shook his head at that, then shook it again to get a lock of long black hair out of his eyes. Mike knew what he was thinking: “The boss is always talking to himself, but you have to listen, because every once in a while he’s talking to you, and if you aren’t listening, you might be in trouble.”

“Back to town, Mike?”

Mike looked at the watch on his wrist. “Yes, I guess we’ll have to. Mainstation tells us to be ready for an important announcement at 1600, so I guess we’d better be there. They don’t make those kinds of announcements just to tell us it might rain. What d’you think, Billy? What’s the rumour going around about the announcement?”

Billy took his time answering, rubbing his hand around the steering wheel. “I know it’s going to sound a little bit silly, boss, but they say that this area’s being deserted. Fleet’s going to come by and pick us all up and take us home.”

Mike laughed. “All of us, Billy? That’s one hell of a fleet, you know? Why would they go to that expense?”

Billy shrugged. “All I know, boss, is that’s what they’re saying. My girl Joanie, her younger sister, has a thing going with one of the Station clerks, and he says they’ve just had orders to ready as much refuel and maintenance space as possible. And It’s going to be over the space of a few months, because that’s the way the orders read.”

Mike roared with laughter. “It makes a good scare story, Billy, but I hope you haven’t bet any money on it. I think we’re here for a long while yet.” 

After a number of attempts to impose some sort of name on this planet, the settlers some two hundred years ago began to use one of the native names for ‘dirt,’ which was _V_a_h_a_n_. It had a numeric designation for the fleet and for Mainstation, but in conversation, even they called it Vahan.

As for the key population centers, the Fleet in its wisdom had decreed that names of such centers must be authorized by it, and that names of people, living or dead, should not be used, to avoid provoking disturbances. As a result, the names tended to be rather prosaic. Prairie Town was so called because of its position on the prairie. The capital was Port city, because it had both the space-shuttle landing port and the seaport. Two-edge, up the west coast, was on the edge of the sea and the edge of the inland boundary of the Colony. The third major center on the east coast was Trader’s Drop, a port used by the coastal traders.

Prairie Town was a fairly large establishment, as human settlements went, with a settled population of about seven thousand, and a floating population which rose to about one thousand extra in harvest and seeding time, and fell off sometimes to between one and five hundred.

It was said that in the earliest days, Prairie Town had consisted almost entirely of workers, either field-hands or workers at the various support functions. As time went on, however, it grew into the sort of town that human towns always become, where a good many recreations flourished, some illegal, some immoral, some merely dangerous. EFG-135 turned out to be eminently suited to fermentation and to distillation, and from very early times beer, and only slightly later, whisky, were available.

Along with these came houses where gambling games were run, carefully hidden from what was at the time a very puritanical law-enforcement system. There were areas of the town where people did not go after dark, and where the police travelled only in pairs. 

Mike was deep in thought as they drove through the town. When the Fleet picked Vahan, they had been under the necessity of picking a planet within a particular sphere, and a planet on which human beings could live and grow crops. Vahan had been chosen, though it was already inhabited, on the basis of military necessity.

‘After all,’ the reasoning had gone, ‘this is only a temporary measure, and any effect on the indigenes will be minor.’

They had gone on saying that for several generations.

A traffic police officer directed them into the parking lot by the auditorium. He was a native, gracile, slender, bipedal, with three long fingers and an opposable thumb. The face was nearly human in appearance, but the nose was thin and beaky, and the mouth rather narrow. The eyes looked out from under a pronounced bony ridge, and the ears, astonishingly human-shaped, were very mobile. Much could be read about a native’s mood by his ears.

The uniform cap covered the police officer’s head; had it been visible, it would have displayed a series of three to five bony ridges running from front to back, converging at the rear. Among some groups, the ridges of the head were held to reveal much about his or her personality and eventual fate.

Mike noted the grimace on Billy’s face as they swung by the police officer. Prejudice was alive and well on Vahan; there were some, a disturbingly large number, who did not like the thought of natives having any authority over humans. Having native police was not too bad, usually, until that native police officer attempted to assert the authority legally given him.

They got out of the Landrover and headed for the auditorium. There were other men coming in now, many of them well known to Mike, men of the Council which, along with the other six Councils and subject to Parliament and the Fleet, ran the affairs of the human colony on Vahan.

The Council would likely meet after the announcement; any announcement which was important enough to rate prior notice from the Fleet was almost certainly one which would rate a special meeting of the Council. 
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Chapter Two
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Colleen McCulloch surveyed the sea ahead. It was flat and even, and she knew there were no rocks or shoals here, but it was just such attitudes that caused a captain to end up aground on a sandbank at high tide, or holed on a reef that wasn’t there.

She was a little grudging of the use of the engine; normally, the three sails would have done enough and more, but ever since last night there had been no wind at all, and getting Dancer and her cargo around to Port city early was worth the use of the fuel.

There was also the somewhat disquieting news she had picked up beyond the Mountains; the authorities were going to want to know about that, though there seemed little chance of it spilling over onto the Colony. The Mountains usually provided a sufficient barrier to native disturbances.

She looked at the battered old clock inside the wheelhouse, then up at the sun. With any luck at all, they’d get into Port city in time to hear the important announcement from Mainstation.

She wondered briefly at that; what was it this time? The last such announcement had been a drastic lowering in the grain requirement. Would this be something the same? After that last one, two years back, there had been a good deal of economic shifting and changing; she had picked up more business, and even some more competition that time. Fortunately, she had never allowed herself to get complacent about her services and their value, so the competition hadn’t eaten into her profits very much at all.

She’d grown up in and around Port city, her mother only a dim memory of a thin, worn woman with little love to spare. Her father, she understood, had just disappeared one day. She had worked around the port, staying free of most of the illicit activities that flourished there, got herself accepted as crew on a small trading ship, worked for many people, saved her money, and finally invested in Dancer. After several years, she had her ship paid off free and clear, and was now working for herself.

She shook a loose lock of red hair back over her shoulder; she always tied it back, particularly when she was working, but she’d never yet been able to get the all of it to stay tied. No matter how careful she was, there were always a few wisps here and there.

A coolness touched her right cheek; she looked up and the flag at the mast was quivering. There was some wind, maybe not much, but enough to move them as fast as the engines, and it might even strengthen.

“Hey, Johnny!” she called. “Johnny! The wheel!”

Johnny came quickly. He was a native, tall and slender, exceeding her height by about six centimetres, but very slender. “Yeah, Cap’n?”

“Take the wheel. There’s a bit of wind coming up, and we can use every bit of it.”

She stepped out of the wheelhouse and called the crew together. There were four of them: Koldag, Willy, Winto, and Bilvag. The first three were from the Uyang tribe, like Johnny, and all had similar builds, though Willy was both wide and tall.

He was strong, too; in a tavern brawl, some Jikong had had a bit too much to drink, and had passed some remarks about Willy’s family. Willy, considering the source, had tried to ignore it until the Jikong broke off a table leg and took a swing at him. Willy had picked him up bodily and thrown him against a wall. They’d had to pay a little for that episode.

Bilvag was from the Krido tribe, and as such had had a little trouble being accepted by the rest of the crew. Since the rest of the crew were outcasts or near-outcasts from their own tribes, they really hadn’t much room to feel superior to even a Krido, but that hadn’t stopped them.

Bilvag had taken pretty well everything they could give him, smiling his lumpy little smile from his lumpy little face set on a body nearly as wide as it was high. But when they had got physical, bumping against him, stepping on his feet, he continued to smile but pushed back his ragged coat to show his _k_r_a_g_g_i_s_h_. “Step on the tail one more time,” he said, “and maybe I cut you off at the knee?”

They let him alone after that. Everyone knew that a Krido was capable of just about anything.

She knew Willy and Johnny had native names; Johnny’s was Mirdag, but Willy’s she didn’t know. Once, after she thought she’d gotten to know him well enough, she asked about it. He’d said, very quietly, “You just call me Willy, Cap’n.”

They went to work putting the sails up. Everyone knew what to do, and Colleen lent a hand as well. The wind grew steadily stronger, and soon was pushing them along at a speed greater than they could have achieved with the engines.

They came to Port city by noon, tied Dancer up at the docks, and the crew went off to enjoy themselves in various taverns while Colleen went to a local hotel to listen to the special announcement. 

The screen lit up, after the usual warning preliminaries that the following was a Special Announcement, and that everyone should gather and pay close attention. The man sitting at the desk was a slender soldier, black hair sprinkled with grey, with a burn scar on his left cheek. He had a paper in front of him, but he never looked at it during the whole time of the announcement. Likely he had the whole thing on a viewscreen just over the camera, but it was an impressive performance.

“Good afternoon. As you all know, the whole idea of a colony on Vahan was a temporary expedient, during a time when Fleet operations in this Sector made it necessary. This temporary expedient has been in place for some time now, and some may have come to the conclusion that it was to be permanent.

“However, recent developments elsewhere make it necessary for the Fleet to withdraw entirely from this Sector. The Colony will therefore be closed down, effectively six months hence.

“Colonists should not panic, however. Arrangements have been made to withdraw everyone, over a period of several years, and initial temporary quarters will be assigned on Hrereg until more permanent arrangements can be made.

“Details will be beamed down, and will be disseminated by Parliamentary officials.

“Thank you for your attention.”

Some piece of martial music rose and swelled as the officer continued to stare into the screen, which finally faded out to declare, in large letters, that the forgoing had been a Special Announcement, and that the text would be immediately available from Parliamentary offices throughout the Colony.

There was dead silence for some time before the first shouting broke out. 
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Chapter  Three
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The Council came to order, a little reluctantly. The news had been dropped on them from above, an unexpected shock.

There was some feeling that the Fleet could have been more understanding, leading up to it gradually. Others understood that no matter how it was worded, the news would have been a shock.

Alfred Longman ran a hand over his long grey hair, then rapped sharply with his gavel. The noise died down to a ripple of sound; he used the gavel again, and this time everything grew quiet.

“It seems to me that the first order of business is to decide how we’re going to take this.”

A rangy man, red-haired but with touches of grey throughout, put his huge hands on the table and stood up.

“Chair recognizes Ozzie Hearne.”

“Thanks, Mr. Chairman. Thing is, we don’t seem to have many choices in this. Colony’s closing, Fleet wants us off, so what do we do?”

Another got up, was recognized, and said, “I agree with Ozzie. We don’t have a choice. If the Fleet wants us off, they’ll take us off whether we like it or not.”

Mike got up and was recognized. “You were sounding, Alf, as though we had some alternative. Were you thinking of refusing to evacuate when the Fleet comes for us? It’s not impossible, mind you. From the sound of things, they don’t have a lot of time and manpower to spend on us, and if we don’t turn up to be taken off, they’ll likely just say bad luck to us and let us be. But if we do that, where are we?”

Longman spoke quietly and carefully. “If we leave here, where do we go? You remember, they’ve promised us quarters on Hrereg pending a permanent settlement? Has anyone here ever been to Hrereg? Well, from everything I’ve ever heard, Hrereg is a planet whose only virtue is the large amounts of nearly pure metal to be found in its crust.

“The miners who work there usually go in on one-year contracts, and even with fantastic signing bonuses, they only get about ten per cent come back. What would we do on a planet like that? It sounds as if they’re stuck for a place to put us, so they’re taking us to Hrereg. After a year there, anything else will be a paradise. And maybe they hope that some of us will sign on as miners, solving their staffing problem for them.”

“You seem to be hinting,” said Mike, “That we should turn them down, and insist on staying here.”

Alf grinned a very small grin. “If all you get out of it is a hint, Mike, then I haven’t been working hard enough at it.”

“And if the Prairie Town Council votes to turn them down, what do we do? You know we couldn’t realistically survive by ourselves for very long. We’d have to have most, if not all, of the others stay in order to have any chance.”

“Good point. But I hadn’t forgotten that either. Only the first thing to be done is for us to make our decision; after that we can find out how everybody else on the continent feels.” 

The vote might have been closer, but Alf’s description of Hrereg had swayed a lot of them. Mostly farmers, men used to being out in the open air. The thought of working underground was repugnant to them.

Once the vote was done, Alf Longman called for quiet again. “All right, that’s done. The next thing is to let Parliament know. As the Chairman of the Council, I’ll take it on myself to ride down to Port city to tell them personally. Mike, I’d appreciate it if you could come along with me, make us look like a deputation. More official that way.”

“All right,” agreed Mike. “When did you figure on going?”

“Three days suit you?”

“Fine.” 
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Chapter Four
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Nobody in the Fleet Office seemed to care much. Colleen had brought back information from her trading trips before, even worked up a kind of relationship with a couple of the Intelligence Officers who had learned to respect her impressions of things that were going on outside the Colony. Unfortunately, one of them had been transferred out altogether, and the other was off on leave. 

The Petty Officer doing reception duty didn’t seem to have much use for civilians, particularly Colonists, and most particularly women Colonists. He was not about to interrupt whatever important business the present Intelligence Office was about just for some woman, no matter how good-looking.

“You wanta leave your name, say where you c’n be reached. He’ll probably be in touch.” His eyes spelled out all too clearly the only thing he thought she would be worth getting in touch about.

Colleen shook her head. “I may not be around that long; I have a ship in the harbour, and chances are I’ll be leaving soon.”

Actually, she probably wouldn’t be leaving for a couple of days at least, but she hoped to put a little pressure on him.

No such luck. He only shrugged. “Sorry. Get in touch next time you’re in port, honey.”

Colleen reined in the temper that was urging her to lean across the desk and slap his chin halfway around his head. “Look, this could be important for the colony. There’re some things happening among the tribes across the mountains.”

He shrugged. “Nothing’s important to this Colony anymore, honey, except how fast the Fleet can pick people up. And a pack of natives across the mountains are specially unimportant.”

“The Fleet is going to be picking people up over the next year or so, and what’s going on across the mountains isn’t going to wait that long.”

He shrugged, obviously unconvinced, and pushed a sheet of paper towards her. “Write it down, honey, and I’ll get it to the Intelligence Officer. But don’t expect any reward.”

Colleen wanted to tell him that anyone with twice his brain still wouldn’t make a good halfwit, but that would be a sure way to get her message dropped in a wastebasket as soon as her back was turned. She wrote briefly what she had found out and what she suspected, then handed it to the Petty Officer, and walked out. 

Colleen went back to the docks and made some arrangements about her cargo. There was probably going to be some trouble about getting it sold, what with the news, but as people understood that they still had a few years to go before the Fleet took them off, things would ease up a bit. She had some savings from previous years, and she had made an estimate of how long she could store the merchandise before those savings were cut down to bare bones.

She had a little negotiation session with old Apfeldoorn. He wanted to insist that there was a lot more call on his facilities now, and that he would have to increase his rates. By telling him a few mendacities and some flat-out lies, such as, for instance, Colleen knew several other storage facilities who were advertising vacancies and reasonable rates, and that the only thing that kept her stuff with Apfeldoorn was that it was too much trouble to move it.

He had tried not to let any expression come to his broad face, but a lock of his white hair had dropped over one eye, and he brushed it back with a hand that was almost shaking. He agreed to keep her rates as they were for the time being.

The merchants who usually bought her cargoes were now closed for the day, so the next thing to do was to spend a bit of time relaxing.

With everything that Colleen had on her mind, she did not particularly feel like the sort of mindless binge a lot of the crews and captains indulged in. She had some supper, had a few drinks, then went to Dancer and turned in. 

The next morning there was a call, not totally unexpected, from the police. Willy had tied one on and had gotten involved in a weight-lifting contest. The usual form these took, in the places Willy and his peers frequented, was that the lifter would get down under one of the huge wooden tables they used in the place, and a crowd of people would get on the table. The lifter would then stand up.

After each contestant had lifted one load, another person would get on the table and they would try again. The winner was the one who lifted a load that the others failed to lift. The game was frowned on by most tavern-owners because often people fell off the table, or the table was dropped, resulting in damage to tables or customers.

Last night, one tavern-owner had objected to the game, and had remonstrated too strongly to Willy, who had thumped him on the head to settle him down. He had settled down long enough for the contest to be completed, but by then he had crawled off and called the police.

When the police came, they proved to be members of the Krizdag clan, a clan with which Willy’s clan had a long-standing feud. Sober, he might have let it pass, but in his inebriated state the hundreds of generations-old grievances came to mind. He laid one of the policemen out flat, but the drink had slowed him to the extent that the other was able to get behind him and bounce a nightstick off his skull several times.

All in all, there were several charges of mischief, one of assault, one of resisting arrest, and one of assaulting a police officer. The police sounded as though they were combing over the books to find more charges to lay against him, so it was necessary to get to the police station as quickly as possible in order to smooth things out before they got too tangled. 

A plea of guilty to most of the charges, along with an offer of immediate payment of fines and reasonable damages, mollified the police considerably; there followed then a procedure of negotiation more complicated than yesterday’s with Apfeldoorn. There was pressure on one hand not to allow herself to be taken too easily, nor to be too unyielding.

Colleen knew most of the police officers and officials with whom she had to deal, so everyone had some idea of where they stood. In the end, an amicable settlement was reached, though she had to agree to go to the tavern and make a settlement with the owner.

They brought Willy out, now fully sobered up, but seriously feeling the after-effects of being drunk. He looked bedraggled and woebegone and, when he saw Colleen, became rather shamefaced. He never could remember much of what happened when he was on one of his drunks, but he knew from her presence that matters were serious.

The police lieutenant in charge of the station, in putting Willy into her charge, said, “You’d be better off rid of this one, Ma’am. He’s trouble, and he’ll be more trouble, and one day he’ll get you into something you can’t bail him out of.”

Colleen shook her head. “I can’t do that, Lieutenant. He’s crew.” 

But when she got him outside and out of earshot of the station, Colleen lectured him. “Well, Willy? You heard the Lieutenant. I don’t dump crew without a real good reason, but maybe you’re giving me reason.”

Willy said nothing, just avoided looking at her, his ears drooping in embarrassment. “Well, Willy? We can straighten out this problem with money, and as long as it’s only broken furniture and dishes, and a bruise or two, we can keep on doing it. But someday you’re going to hit someone a little too hard, and then it won’t be a matter of paying a little money and everything’s all right. You know that, don’t you?”

“Sorry, Cap’n.” It was a barely audible mutter.

Colleen sighed. “I can’t take off short-handed, and I haven’t got time to go looking around for a new crew. But there comes a time when I start feeling that it’s worth taking the time. Can you stay out of trouble for the next few days until we leave?”

“Yes, Cap’n.” The mutter was a little louder now.

“Good. Now we’ve got to go deal with the damage you’ve caused. And don’t think it isn’t going to come out of your pay, every cent of it.”

“Yes, Cap’n.”

Colleen knew that her threats of firing him were as good as empty; with all the riffraff hanging around the port, just sifting out the fifty best applicants would be a monumental task, and even if you did finally hire someone who looked like the best sailor on Vahan, you might still have been conned by someone who had worse vices than the occasional destructive spree. She was fairly sure that Willy knew this too, but she had to keep him aware of the fact that there was a limit to what she would take.

The tavern was a small place, built of corrugated sheet iron, probably bought cheaply on the black market, and assembled in a fashion that generally kept the weather out. The door was wood and always jammed at the bottom, but it opened. There was practically nobody around at this time of the morning, so the bartender looked up as they entered. He was a Jikong, slender and graceful, though years of sedentary work had slowed him and taken a lot of the grace out of his movements.

His eyes roved over Colleen to the native behind her, and suddenly he jerked upright, reaching for something under the bar.

“Hold it!” said Colleen sharply. The Jikong hesitated, his hand still under the bar.

“Not you, Miss. The Uyang behind you. He was in here last night, and he’s not coming in again.”

“Yes, I know he was here, and I know what happened. I’m his employer, and I’ve come to make arrangements about the damage.”

The bartender eased up a little. “The damage? Maybe you pay for the damage, Miss, but I still won’t allow that Uyang _k_o_n_s_h_i in here. This is a civilized place.”

Colleen automatically put out an arm to keep Willy from coming around her at the bartender. “Look,” she said, why don’t we do this politely? You aggravate Willy by those kinds of remarks, and it’ll get harder and harder to keep him from going at you and your place again. And you’ll probably involve me as well, so I’ll be in jail, and it’s going to be a long time before I can pay anything, let alone pay for whatever damage he does today.

“So let’s all be reasonable, okay?”

The upshot of it was that they paid for the damage, paid at a rate which was just a little short of atrocious, though Colleen bargained as hard as she dared. There was always a risk that if she was too hard, the tavern-keeper would finally insist on having the law in, and that would cause a lot more trouble and delay, eventually ending up being more expensive than giving in to the present demands.

By the time she was done, Colleen was feeling a little more irritated at Willy for landing them in this mess, and was more determined than ever to take this out of his pay. 

The next step was to make some kind of deal with the merchants, while Willy went back to the ship with a promise to behave himself.

Some of her cargo, as always, had been ordered and prepaid, but much of it was brought in on speculation, which meant that if she could not sell it to anyone, she was out of luck, not to mention out of pocket. Everyone had been made nervous by the announcement, and most were not ready to take on anything new at the moment. Others, a little more farsighted, realized that they had some time before everything wound up.

The merchants, however, were only too well aware of the total situation, and knew that they didn’t dare take too many chances while the situation was still so fluid. They would buy some things, but only in limited quantities, and only those things which seemed to have a fair chance of providing a return on their investment within a short time.

“Well,” Colleen muttered as she walked down the street after visiting the last merchant, “it looks like the economy is going to go all to hell, and fast.”

The government would undoubtedly attempt to reassure people, to keep the economy going as it had been, but there would be a lot who wouldn’t believe it. And there would be a lot who could see that there wasn’t much waiting for them on Hrereg either. After all, the Fleet had made no mention of compensation for anybody who had to leave farms or businesses behind; Colony script would be worth nothing off-world. When they left, they would be leaving with nothing, or with whatever the Fleet gave them. And whatever people accused the Fleet of, nobody had ever charged them with generosity.

Colleen smiled a little grimly. Five years back, the Fleet had arbitrarily cut their grain requirements in two. The Colony had had to absorb the shock, developing its own means of coping with the trauma, and there had been some difficult times for all. If the Fleet were abandoning an entire sector, as they had been told, then the need for grain would be cut out completely. What would people live on for the next little while until the Fleet came to take them off?

Before Colleen went out on her next trip, she was going to have to sit down and give some serious thought to just what was and was not worth bringing back. 

And that reminded her of other business. She went to the Fleet Office again, but when she saw the same Petty Officer in charge of things, she knew it wouldn’t be worth her bother. She went back out again. Maybe she should say to hell with it. She had tried her best to get them to listen; why should she be responsible if nobody had the sense to pay attention?

No, she couldn’t do that. So what could she do? She could try the Parliament. If she could get through to some official up there, the Fleet would probably listen. She sighed. Colleen never liked the place, but there was nothing else to be done. 
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Chapter Five
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Mike and Alf walked quietly back from the Parliament chamber to the office they had been allowed during their stay. Finally, Mike spoke. “I think you made an impression back there.” Alf, as a Councillor, had a right to speak in Parliament, so long as the proper notice was given.

“Maybe so.” Alf was deep in thought.

“You don’t think so?”

Alf turned, smiling in a preoccupied fashion. “No, the impression was there. What concerns me is where all this will lead to.”

“Troubled times are coming, eh?”

“I wonder sometimes if we wouldn’t be better off taking our chances with Hrereg. Our economy is based on selling wheat to the Fleet. When the fleet is gone, what happens to the economy?”

Mike nodded. “We already had a taste of that when they cut the requirements a few years back. But we came through it; we’ve managed to diversify ourselves a lot.”

“And we’re going to have to diversify a whole lot more. It’s not going to be done without pain.”

“No, it’s not.”

“So the question is, supposing I talk them into staying behind en masse, knowing how rough things are going to be, how much am I responsible for what happens?”

“You can’t be responsible for everything. Everybody will make their own decisions.”

“Based on what? A gut feeling that it’ll be all right, because I’ve convinced them? And if we do manage to shift our economy without too much dislocation, what about everything else? Suppose the Uyang get stirred up again; can we handle that without the help of the Fleet?”

“We may have to, too.”

It was a woman’s voice behind them, and they spun rapidly to look at her.

She was a redhead, slender and weathered and a little tired looking. She wore a blue shirt, red pants, and black boots, and she regarded them with steady hazel eyes. “Sorry, I couldn’t help overhearing, and for the last few days I’ve been trying to get somebody to listen to me. We’re going to have trouble, real trouble, with the Uyang inside a year.”

“Really?”

She looked at Mike in disgust. “And you don’t believe it either. I suppose I’d better just pack up my crystal ball and go home; nobody likes my wild predictions.”

“Now it’s my turn to apologize. And I suppose the first question is, where do you get your information?”

“I’m a trader. I sail up the coasts, trading mostly up among the Uyang beyond the mountains. The word is that there is a particular clan-chief is beginning to organize everyone he can reach, mostly by peaceful politicking, though he isn’t afraid to use force.”

Mike nodded. “And when that kind of thing happens, refugees come spilling over the mountains and upset things on this side. But you sound as though you think it might come to more than that this time?”

She nodded. “This chief, a fellow by the name of Grigund, has been making noises about unifying all the Uyang clans, wherever they might be. And he’s been getting guns from the Grizon’i.”

“From the Grizon’i? What would they get out of something like that?”

She shrugged. “What else? A monopoly on trade.”

Mike looked around. “Could we go somewhere and discuss this a little more comfortably? This hallway doesn’t seem like quite the place. Alf, what d’you think?”

“I think you’re right, Mike.” Alf ran a hand over his hair. “We need to know more about this, especially now. Let’s go. If I remember rightly, the coffee shop is just down here and to the right.”

After they had seated themselves, Mike performed introductions. “I’m Mike Dawson, farmer, and Councillor from Prairie Town. This is Alf Longman, Chief of the Prairie Town Council. We’ve come here to Port city to talk to the Parliament because our Council has decided that we don’t want to leave Vahan. You are...?”

“Colleen McCulloch, Captain and owner of the Dancer. I’ve been passing along news to the Fleet any time I run into anything interesting, but they seem to have lost interest. None of the men I’ve usually dealt with were in, and I couldn’t seem to interest anyone else. I came here to the Parliament in hopes of making somebody, anybody, take me seriously, but they’ve been passing me from one office to another all morning. The attitude seems to be that since we’re all leaving, it doesn’t matter.”

Mike nodded. “I could understand that. But even the Fleet announcement suggested it would be over a period of time, so disturbances among the Uyang across the mountains could be important anyway.
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