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Prologue: Shar
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Shar sat stiffly in the easy chair beside the brisk fire, staring thoughtfully at his father, who was working on the farm accounts at the table.

Fluffball meowed and stretched and jumped lightly into his lap. Shar tickled the cat gently under the chin without noticing that he was doing it.

Their yoltus, Vanni, sat across the room, slowly and painstakingly knitting something or other.

It was early evening. The rest of the family had gone out. Shar was not meant to know what they were doing, but he knew.

The time had come for him to learn what his father was afraid of. Now he would find out.

So... 

“Dad, can I talk to you?”

“Of course, son. What is it?” Head down, fingers poised over the keyboard. But Shar was not to be put off tonight.

“Dad, I’m fifteen tomorrow. A man, on Klandor. It’s time for you to tell me the family secret.”

His father looked at him with a puzzled expression on his face. “Your birthday tomorrow is indeed an important occasion. Coming of age on Klandor. But I don’t know that I have a family secret to share with you. But we can concoct one together, if you like.” He spoke light-heartedly as he stretched his hand out for his coffee cup, and found it empty. But he had registered the look in his son’s eye. He lifted his cup and turned to the yoltus. “Vanni, would you be able to make me a fresh pot of coffee, please?”

The yoltus put down its knitting and loped over to collect the empty cup. Its large eyes and friendly smiling face bore a wider than usual grin. Making a good pot of coffee was a proud skill it had only recently learnt, and it was pleased to have an opportunity to show off that skill.

Shar faced his father with something of a show of bravado that he did not feel. “Dad, please don’t put me off tonight. I have seen that look in your eyes at times, sometimes when you look at me, or Mother or Samuel, or Vanni for that matter. This is a wonderful planet, and the colony is going just fine, but there is something that you aren’t telling us. As far as I can tell, Mother doesn’t know it, does she? When do you plan to tell me? Or do you intend to take the secret to your grave?”

Aiden chuckled. “I wasn’t planning on going to my grave this week!”

“Don’t mock me, Dad. Just answer the question.”

“Well, let me get my coffee first, before we talk anymore.” Aiden strolled out to the kitchen, and returned a few minutes later with a pot of coffee and a clean cup.

“Vanni has gone off to join your mother and the others. I suppose you have guessed what they are up to?”

“They’ll be preparing for my coming-of-age ceremony tomorrow.”

“Yes, you would have to be pretty dumb not to figure that out. And you are not dumb.”

Shar waited expectantly, his eyes fixed firmly on his father’s face. He saw there the wrinkles and worry lines, the tanned skin with the occasional scar, mostly healed up now, the firm chin, the twinkling but strong eyes. He waited. Was his father going to tell him? There was something to tell, he was sure.

Aiden sipped his coffee and looked a long while at his son without speaking. His eldest son, now that Hully was dead... Tall and well-built, strong from the work required to make a living from the farm on this new planet, quick at his lessons and highly intelligent, destined (Aiden was convinced) for a position on the Community Council in future years... And now, not to be lightly put off.

Aiden sighed. “I’ve been thinking about this for a long time,” he said. “Whether to tell you. Whether to tell anyone. Mostly, I tended to think that it was better just forgotten. Especially now that I am the only one who knows. But perhaps it would be a good idea if someone else knew. To be warned. Just in case.”

Shar waited silently. He knew better than to interrupt now that his father had decided to tell him.

“Some of what I am going to tell you, you already know. After all, you were here with us in this house, though you were only five years old at the time. But most of it you don’t know. Yes, it all goes back quite a while. You remember your grandfather Charles? You were named after him”

“I was?” Shar could not help interrupting. “But my name is Shar.”

“Your grandfather Charles was called Shar here. Something we often do on this planet for some reason. Change the old names a little. Like your mother being called Phippa instead of Philippa. Not really sure why. Well, I’m going back ten years now. So you were five, and your older brother Hully was eleven. Samuel was not yet born, of course. Charles was living with us then. Your grandmother Lissy — Alice — had recently died. Many things were different — I don’t know how much you remember.”

“I remember quite a bit. We had another cat then, Fuzzy. And a different yoltus, called Bardi, as I recall. And I remember when Hully died. We don’t talk of it much now though.”

“We should talk of him more. But we don’t, because it still upsets your mother so much. Well, your mother and I had gone out to a party, and Bardi was off with a group of his friends, and your grandfather was minding you and Hully at home here. When we got home, very late, we looked in on the two of you, and you were both sound asleep. Or so it seemed. But in the morning when Hully didn’t come out for breakfast we went to his room, next to yours, and we found he was dead. Cold and stiff. He had been dead for some time.”

Aiden paused, his face diffused with emotion which he had difficulty keeping out of his voice. He was back again, in those dreadful days ten years ago. He was explaining it all to Shar, and yet it was as if Shar was not there, and he was just reliving the past.
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​Chapter One: 
Blame the Cat
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I love Junction, its raw eager fire and energy. I love the whole community of Lennisvale — the people and the place. So much already accomplished since the colony began on Klandor, so much more to do, so much hope and optimism for the future. It was heartbreaking to watch the whole community become gripped by fear. Unbearable. Especially when Phippa and I were trying to cope with our own grief at losing Hully. And it all began with Hully.

When we found Hully cold in his bed, I called in the doctor. Duncan, it was then. Died a few years ago. Good man, Duncan Elliot, good doctor. Examined Hully with the utmost care. Could find no cause of death at all. No wounds, no marks of any kind on him, no evidence of having eaten anything poisonous, he just seemed to have died in his sleep. Now, why should that happen to a healthy eleven-year-old lad? 

But Duncan came to the conclusion that Hully had suffocated. The inquest brought in an open finding, but there was more than a suggestion that it was Fuzzy’s doing. You know how the cat slept with Hully? Had done for years, since it was a kitten and Hully first got it. Slept on his bed, often actually curled up around his head. Well, in the absence of any other explanation that made sense, it was thought that Fuzzy must have draped itself over Hully’s face and cut off his breathing and accidently suffocated him. Though Duncan said that, if this was happening, Hully would have woken up before allowing himself to be suffocated, and pushed the cat away. So, as I say, the inquest brought in an open verdict.

Phippa took it very badly. Blamed the cat, and wanted him put down. Now, ten years ago there were not so many cats on Klandor, and they were very valuable. When others heard about what Phippa wanted, offers to take Fuzzy came in from everywhere, notwithstanding that there were some people who thought he was a death cat. And your mother also blamed Charles. Said he should have been more alert, should have stayed with Hully that night, should have stopped it happening. 

Not fair, not reasonable, but grief-stricken mothers are not reasonable in these things. Even blamed Bardi. The yoltus wasn’t in the house, and your mother blamed it for that. Said that if it had been here, it might have heard something, and been able to help. Because of its better hearing, you see.

Well, you probably remember the upshot. Things were so unpleasant in the house here that Charles left, and took Fuzzy with him, and they went to live with Charles’s sister’s son, Grant Bradley, and his wife Mella, and their children.

Then, only a week or so after that, their youngest son Ganny died in his sleep in the same way as Hully. Also aged eleven, also died in the middle of the night. This time, as it happened, Charles was away visiting some relatives of ours up in the mountains at Hilltop, or his presence in the house when two young children died might have made people suspicious of him, as the connecting link. 

But this time Grant and Mella were home, and their yoltus was there too, up in his tree outside. No one heard or saw anything. The only connecting link was Fuzzy, who was indeed in the house at the time. So some people made the connection and blamed Fuzzy for suffocating Ganny in the same way they thought he had Hully. This didn’t make sense, though, because Fuzzy was not particularly friendly with Ganny, and certainly did not sleep with him. Still, Fuzzy was the only connecting link between the two deaths.

Grant and I talked this all over, as you can imagine. We were absolutely convinced, ourselves, that their deaths had nothing to do with Fuzzy, but we could find no other explanation, and did not know where to look for one.

Then, before the second inquest, there was another death. Young Midge Evans, quite a distance down the valley, at another farm. Midge had just turned twelve, and did not have a cat — the family did not even have a yoltus — and he died in exactly the same way in the night.

By this time the whole community was getting to be pretty alarmed. More open findings at the inquests, and nobody knew what to think or do. Several families with sons eleven or twelve years old took to guarding them with especial care.

Grant and I chatted a lot with the Evans family, to see if we could find any common link with our boys. Nothing except the obvious. They were the same age within a matter of months, and therefore were in the same class at school. But while Hully and Ganny were good friends, Midge was not really close to either of them.

Grant and I sat down together to try to figure out the possibilities. When someone dies, there can be lots of possible reasons. We checked them all out.

Natural causes? For three young boys, all healthy and active? There was nothing natural about their deaths.

Suicide? That one we could confidently rule out. No reason, and no way they could have done it anyway.

Murder? There was absolutely no conceivable reason why anybody in the community would want to murder three of our young boys. All our children were regarded as a treasure by the whole population of Klandor. We wanted to be fruitful, and multiply. Three other ancient causes of death — war, genocide, and execution — we also ruled out as not even vaguely possible.

That left just two: accident, or some kind of disease or health factor.

We had had a number of deaths through accident on Klandor. People missed their footing on some of the difficult paths and fell into a ravine; people were injured felling trees, moving boulders, things like that. Some of our people had also been killed in the early days by some of the predators on Klandor — I suppose these deaths could come under the heading of ‘accident’ — but the predators had retreated from our settlements as we became established and learnt how to handle them. 

Now we had a Safety and Emergency Officer who collected reports of predator sightings near settlements and made sure that they were checked out. Matter of fact, the Safety and Emergency Officer that year was Grant, amongst other things he did.

Grant and I could not figure any way in which three young children, of the same age and in the same class at school, could die in bed at night from any factor that would come under the heading of ‘accident’. Unless it was the cat explanation?

The ‘cat’ explanation had figured prominently in the early stages. Remember what I said about the accusations made against Fuzzy? So to be absolutely certain, we checked out the cats ‘lead’. 

Before the colony was set up here on Klandor, the preliminary survey team reported all kinds of wildlife on the planet, but none that looked like it could be domesticated easily to take the place of the pets that people were used to on Earth. So it was officially resolved to let some of the colonists bring their pets from Earth. When we got right down to it, though, it was decided by the Committee that the only suitable animal
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