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  CHAPTER ONE


  THE CHILD


  Theophilus Merlan saw the young native during a walk at dawn. The Shakk was standing near a stream, gazing at it intently. Merlan stopped and watched, forgetting the flower he had just picked. He liked walking this early on Yellowsand because the world seemed so serene and peaceful, and he did not ordinarily like anyone—or anything—to intrude. But there was something in the creature’s appearance that caught his interest. The reddish-brown fur had risen on its back, and it seemed tense. Some danger, perhaps?


  As a geologist, Merlan knew little and cared less about aliens, leaving such matters to the expedition’s xenologist. Now, though, he found himself strangely curious.


  After a brief hesitation, he approached the alien as quietly as possible. The Shakk had acute hearing and spooked easily. He only meant to get a closer look and then leave. Stern, the xenologist, often lamented their avoid-ance of contact with humans. A solitary sort himself, Merlan could appreciate their lack of sociability.


  A branch snapped beneath his boot. He froze, expecting the alien to run.


  To Merlan’s surprise, it didn’t. After a moment, Merlan continued till he was only a meter away on the moist bank and could clearly see the fur on the creature’s body quivering with energy. A poor speller had named the species the Shakk precisely because of this shaking, trembling movement, and the term had stuck, though it was now pronounced “shack.” Merlan was puzzled by the alien’s intensity. It seemed almost human, as if it were contemplating some problem.


  Suddenly the alien turned to him. Merlan stiffened. He had thought the creature the equivalent of a nine-year-old human child, though he had no way of knowing its real age. Now Merlan revised his guess downward a few years. The Shakk, clearly male, barely reached Merlan’s waist. Like others of his species, his body—except for most of his tan-colored chest and stomach—was covered with thick, reddish fur. The creature’s fox-like snout trembled a little, as if he were about to cry.


  Merlan took a deep breath of the planet’s dry air and awkwardly held out the blue flower he’d picked earlier. “Pretty,” he said.


  The Shakk’s nose crinkled and he leaned forward, sniffing. Slowly, he reached out with a surprisingly delicate, three-fingered hand and stroked Merlan’s hand with one of his sharp nails. Finally, he took the flower.


  “Mariqua baaa,” he said softly. “Tama mariqua baaa.”


  Perhaps it was a thank you. Merlan shrugged and smiled. “You’re welcome.”


  The Shakk examined the flower briefly, then stared at Merlan, who gazed uneasily back. As far as he knew, this was as close to an alien as any member of the expedition had got. True, this was only a child, but Merlan would have to report it. Gradually Merlan became aware of a smell, a faint, sour odor which seemed to come from the creature. He sniffed the air as the Shakk had the flower, trying to make sense of it.


  What should he do? Merlan fidgeted, thinking that he couldn’t just stand here all day staring back at this native. One of them would have to break the pattern.


  Slowly, Merlan raised his hands to his ears. Waggling his fingers, he made the most foolish face he could, rolling his eyes, sticking out his tongue, and scrunching up his mouth and nose.


  The Shakk’s furry, pointed ears twitched, and he jerked back. For a moment Merlan thought he’d frightened the child, but then the tawny eyes with the black vertical slits in their pupils glistened with interest.


  Grinning, Merlan made the face again.


  A low snickering sound rose from the Shakk, a rapid needle-sharp series of nik nik nik nik nik. Why, it sounded as if the alien was laughing!


  Then, like a sleek, greased ferret, the creature spun and darted away, leaving small three-toed footprints in the moist soil.


  Long before Merlan reached camp, he could hear Stern’s strident voice telling Captain McBride why it would be in the best interest of the ’Fed (or Confederation) for Yellowsand to be assigned Class I status.


  “…but Captain, we came here because scouting reports indicated this planet was both desirable and marketable. And, as we’ve seen, it’s all true! The plantlife may be limited and the climate a bit arid, but the air’s fresh and breathable. Hell, the Confederation wouldn’t even have to terraform Yellowsand for the tourists!”


  “That may be so,” Douglas McBride said quietly, “but ’Fed guidelines are quite specific where exploitation is concerned. You must have fission-able materials, for example, high-grade ore. Or precious gems and—”


  “What about the aliens, Captain? Certainly the rule against bio and cultural contamination doesn’t apply when you consider what they have to offer. Have you looked closely at this species, sir? The Shakk seem completely healthy and don’t have any diseases. Their potential benefits to the ’Fed should far outweigh any qualms it might have. All I ask is a chance to examine a few of them.”


  McBride’s calm, cautious voice replied, repeating to the xenologist exactly what he had said almost daily since their landing two weeks ago. The Shakk avoided contact with humans; consequently there wasn’t any evidence that they possessed traits that warranted overriding the nonintervention directive and interfering in their lives. Stern’s conviction was based on hope rather than fact, and unless something significant developed, their ship would leave the planet on schedule.


  Merlan continued his walk till he reached the fringe of the clearing where the lander and the camp’s modules glistened in the early morning sun. McBride and Stern stood near the supplies module, the captain’s me-dium frame dwarfed by the huge xenologist’s. Stern was gesticulating pas-sionately as his voice rose, pressing his same old demands.


  Doesn’t he ever get tired of flapping his gums? Merlan wondered. Though Yellowsand’s year was 10 percent shorter than Terra’s, its gravity was 8 percent greater, and its rarified air tired one out. Equally amazing was McBride. The captain’s patience in the face of Stern’s persistence seemed weak and foolish. Why didn’t he simply state his decision and stop defend-ing it?


  Merlan saw the captain spot him. “Just a moment, Nathan. Good morning, Theo,” he called.


  Stern swung his great, shaggy head around. “Theo. Out for an early walk?”


  “Yes.”


  “Did you see any Shakk?”


  Merlan started to tell Stern about the alien, but changed his mind and shook his head. Stern was looking for something—anything—to help argue his case, and Merlan didn’t want to help him.


  As Stern resumed his pleas to McBride, Merlan crossed the clearing to the oval-shaped sleeping module. Through its transparent surface, he saw that all three women were up. Hacker and Reese, whom the ’Fed had paired off respectively with Stern and McBride, were talking, perhaps discussing the results of the med series Hacker had run to determine Yellowsand’s effects on humans.


  To the side sat Ann Benson, the Engineer/Navigator, a woman whose African ancestry was reflected in her dark brown features and high cheekbones. According to ’Fed psyche testing, which was conducted for those un-dertaking extended missions, she was supposed to be paired off with him. To Merlan’s disappointment, though, Benson was even less sociable and more of a loner than he. Merlan’s one amorous advance two months ago had been rudely rebuffed. Benson’s solitary joy, it seemed, lay in maintaining the ship’s engines and plotting its course. Since landing, she had periodically visited the techs on the mainship stationed in orbit to see that everything was all right, and provided infrequent assistance to Hacker and Reese. Basically, though, she seemed to be waiting for when her primary skills were needed again.


  Damn it, Merlan thought, you never even gave me a chance. I was just trying to know you.


  He waited till she looked up and saw him. Their eyes held for a moment, and then she looked away.


  Merlan turned and went to get his tools.


  Later, near lunchtime, Merlan reflected that he was happy only when he was doing what he was doing now: studying rocks. People, with their mysterious, inexplicable motives and thoughts, he had always found disturbing. He might want to reach out to them, but when he did, they would say that what he offered was not what they meant or wanted at all. Sometimes they would even get angry or make a joke at his expense. All his life it had seemed that everybody’s birthright except his included a convenient code by which to enjoy and understand each other.


  Only when he was alone and free like now to roam a planet’s topogra-phy, perhaps to study a ridge’s colored, sharply divided strata or a riverbed’s rich mineral deposits, did he approach a state very close to joy. Nature, whether it be as inanimate as a stone or as active as a volcano, was the one place he belonged, the one place he felt at home.


  And in terms of this world’s bio-system, Stern was right. Though Yellowsand wasn’t as lush as Terra (or as Terra had been before Man despoiled it), it was far better than most planets. To begin with, humans could safely breathe its fresh if thin air—a rare thing indeed in an inhospitable universe. In addition, while its flora and fauna might be limited, the fossil history scarce, there was—ah!—the soil, which was available in all the colors and textures anyone could want. Moreover, besides the ubiquitous yellow sand which gave the planet its name, there was ample evidence of tec-tonic and volcanic activity to spark speculation about its history and development.


  What he had not found, fortunately, until this morning, was anything that the mighty, star-spanning Confederation would want. There was little metallic ore to facilitate space travel or promote industry. And while plants were Hacker’s domain, Merlan doubted that the bio-botanist had discovered much of interest in the planet’s oleander-like shrubs and undistinguished trees.


  Gold, though, was another thing.


  He discovered it just before midday three klicks from camp in what at first appeared to be an ordinary talus of sloping debris. Using a small hammer, he chipped away at the rock until he held a nugget half as large as his fist.


  He turned it over, wishing it were only a few ounces of yellow sand. But there was no mistaking its bright, heavy luster, or forgetting its many valu-able applications. Once sought primarily as decorative metal useful as jew-elry, gold in the twenty-fifth century was needed in everything from super-conductors to lubricants. Refined, it had even proved helpful in rejuv treat-ments.


  Now that he had detected it, Merlan could see other traces of gold nearby. How had he or their ship’s sensors missed them? He studied the nugget, thinking of what gold fever would mean on Yellowsand. ’Fed ships would descend on the planet like birds of prey. Assigned Class I status, Yellowsand and everything on it would be up for grabs.


  For some reason Merlan thought of the alien. He had reached out to accept the blue flower and he had laughed. Nik nik nik nik nik.


  Running footsteps. Turning, Merlan thrust the nugget behind him. “Theo,” Benson gasped, rushing up. “You’re wanted in camp!”


  “Why?”


  Wind stirred her long dark hair. “The Shakk. They’ve come to our camp. And their leader wants you.”


  “Me? What the hell for?”


  “I don’t know. But Theo, you have to come. The captain says now!”


  Oh hell. Merlan shoved the nugget in his pocket, and quickly accompanied her.


  CHAPTER TWO


  A CERTAIN TALENT


  Aliens in the camp. Why? They’ve always been so reclusive! Stunned, troubled by a growing suspicion, Merlan approached the clearing with Benson. Long before he could see anyone, he could see the lander, its observation port pointed up at the sky where the mainship with its two maintenance techs was stationed in geosynchronous orbit. We had no business coming here, he thought, nervously fingering the heavy weight in his pocket.


  When they reached the clearing, Merlan hesitated. Benson, who had proceeded on, stopped and looked back at him. But he had eyes only for the three cloaked figures who stood before the crew. As he watched, the Shakk turned to face him.


  Merlan was astounded by the one in the middle. Whereas the other two Shakk were typical of their race, slender and a head shorter than humans, the one they flanked like bookends was broad and fully as tall as Stern. He wore a kind of burnoose made from animal hide, and as Merlan watched, the alien slowly pulled back his hood, revealing deep-set, molten yellow eyes and a long snout that sniffed as if picking up his scent.


  McBride approached. “The tall one wants to see you, Theo.”


  “Why?”


  “I don’t know. He said ‘I want Merlan.’”


  “Is that all?”


  “Yes. We—especially Stern—have tried repeatedly to draw him out, but he’s remained silent. Apparently only you will do.”


  With difficulty, Merlan turned away from the alien’s stare. “He spoke in Standard?” he asked McBride.


  “Yes, don’t ask us how.” McBride touched his shoulder. “He wants you, Theo.”


  The last thing Merlan wanted was to meet their visitors and be dragged into something. But he had no choice.


  He walked over to the alien. “I’m Theophilus Merlan,” he said, looking up at the towering Shakk. “You want to see me?”


  A furry, three-fingered hand emerged from beneath the Shakk’s cloak. In it was a blue flower.


  “You give this to boy?”


  Merlan sighed, his suspicion confirmed. “Yes. One like it. Mine was smaller.”


  Stern said, “You encountered a Shakk and didn’t tell me? You’re supposed—”


  The alien raised his other hand for silence. “I am the Speaker,” he said in strong, rich tones. He looked at Merlan. “The boy is sick.”


  He felt instant worry. Did the Shakk think that he had made the child sick? “I only gave him a flower,” he said. “I would not have harmed him!”


  “You come and help,” the Speaker said.


  Merlan blinked. Why? Did they expect him to cure the child? “What can I do? I’m not a doctor.” He nodded at Stern. “This man—”


  “Yes,” Stern said quickly, stepping forward. “I’m a xenologist, trained specifically—”


  “No. The-o-phil-us,” the Shakk named the Speaker said. “No one else.”


  “But…” Anger flared in Stern’s face, supplanting frustration. The xenologist swung to McBride. “Captain, you can’t let Merlan go alone. He’s not trained. At least one person from our crew, preferably me, should accompany him.”


  “Not without authorization from command to override the nonintervention directive,” McBride answered. “Besides, you heard their leader. He made it absolutely plain he wants only Theo.”


  “But Captain, Merlan isn’t trained!”


  McBride shrugged. “Perhaps not, but it looks like he befriended one of their children and made an impression. Who knows, Nathan, Theo might be the one with a certain talent for this sort of thing.”


  The casual dismissal of Stern’s professional expertise was the first put-down Merlan had ever heard from his patient, by-the-book captain. Ordinarily, he would have savored it, but on this occasion, he sympathized with Stern. The man was right. Stern might be pompous and selfish, but he was the only one trained to treat aliens. Merlan would only ruin things.


  “Captain,” Stern persisted, “at least let me give him some medicine that’s been successful with similar species.” Merlan saw him glance at him. “Theo, if you come with me—”


  “No medicine,” the Shakk said, his pointed ears twitching. He reached out. “Please. You come now.”


  Merlan swallowed in fear. He could refuse. He should refuse. Stupid fool, why hadn’t he let the alien alone?


  “All right,” he finally said. “I’ll go with you.”


  The other aliens, their fur quivering as if plugged into a power outlet, took his arms. Merlan let them lead him from the clearing.


  “Wait!”


  They turned. Stern marched forward and stopped before the Speaker. “At least tell us one thing. How did you learn Standard?”


  “I listen,” the Speaker said, each syllable like a slap. “I listen to you, Nathan Stern.”


  “To me?”


  “You want to ‘examine’ my people. Cut us up like the plants you pick.”


  Stern reddened. “Look, I didn’t—”


  The Speaker stepped closer, his eyes on a line with Stern’s. “You stay here.”


  Before the xenologist could respond, the Speaker turned and his companions nudged Merlan. He let them lead him off.


  They walked for hours across gently rolling land covered with scrub grass, small, deciduous trees, and occasional areas of yellow sand. Twice they skirted green ponds with shrill, darting insects and a clinging mist.


  Eventually Merlan’s escorts released his arms, perhaps assured that he would not run, and Merlan was free to walk unencumbered. He took advantage of this by mopping his face with a handkerchief. Yellowsand had a bi-nary star system, and both suns—Scylla and Charybdis, fancifully named after sea monsters in an old story—were doing their best to burn the land up.


  An image of the planet as he’d seen it from space leaped suddenly into his mind. Unlike Terra, which had once been a blue and green paradise of which seventy percent was water, this planet was nearly eighty percent burnt umber land relieved here and there by bright yellow sand and modest vegetation. In the north, especially, vast deserts stretched for thousands of klicks, unrelieved by even a speck of green.


  No, we shouldn’t have come here, Merlan thought. In five hundred millennia or so, Yellowsand may be lush and fertile, just as Terra used to be. But if we stay, if the Confederation finds a pretext for colonizing it, we’ll denude Yellowsand just as we did the world we were born on.


  Though the Speaker remained silent as they walked, his associates began to converse excitedly, throwing their hands about and occasionally shouting “Hah!” Shaking off his gloom, Merlan saw one of them, a Shakk with especially heavy fur whom Speaker had introduced as his grandson Garra, jab what looked like a small brown walnut in his mouth and glance sharply at him. It made him feel uneasy. Garra turned back to his companion and resumed their rapid conversation, now and then spitting out a glistening white seed before putting another “walnut” in his mouth. Merlan listened closely, but except for “Hah!”, the rest of their talk was meaningless mor-phemes. The alien child had clearly said, “Mariqua baaa, tama mariqua baaa,” but Merlan decided he recalled it only because the creature’s voice had been so soft.


  At last they passed a field planted with a yellow, melon-like crop, and came to the village. To Merlan it looked like a Stone Age collection of eighty or ninety brown stone huts. Stern, however, had rhapsodized about its subtle-ties and entreated McBride for one brief visit, speculating that the village’s apparent primitiveness masked a complex and surprising culture. Though McBride had cited ’Fed rules, Merlan was pretty sure Stern had visited the village at least once, skulking about and peering through the bushes for anything that would justify invasion.


  They moved across hard, hot dirt toward a large circular space in the village center that was packed with Shakk. Merlan saw no older Shakk with gray or white fur, but only what appeared to be children and fairly young adults. Perhaps, he thought, this species is short-lived compared to humans. Whatever the case, most of them wore only small cloth garments about their middles, and turned toward him expectantly. In contrast to their thick, reddish-brown fur, their lighter, almost hairless chests and bellies made them seem exposed and vulnerable. Looking closely, Merlan saw that the villagers were clustered together and appeared to surround something he couldn’t quite see. The Speaker took his arm and urged him onward.


  A Shakk male, seeing them, quickly approached. “Speaker, it is good to see you.”


  The Speaker stopped, touching the male’s shoulder. “I am never complete until I am with my people,” he said.


  Suddenly two Shakk rushed forward—a male and a female. The female’s three dark brown dugs hung limply down her chest, and Merlan remembered Stern saying that native females usually had three offspring. This female also possessed a powerful voice, for she screamed directly at Merlan and thrust a hand against his chest.


  The Speaker, who towered above them all, spoke sharply to her. The female dropped her eyes and moved aside, as did the male.


  What the hell’s happening? Merlan wondered.


  He had no time to ponder, for the villagers were parting before him, revealing a great white marble block. It looked worn and ancient, totally incongruous in this setting. In its concave top lay a small Shakk. At first Merlan didn’t recognize him. Then he saw that the cub was clutching a blue flower.


  The villagers watched Merlan, their fur quivering and their slender bod- ies jittering from side to side. What did they expect him to do? He didn’t understand!


  “You will help him,” the Speaker said.


  Help him—how? Merlan stepped forward, then stopped, reluctant to continue. He gazed at the sick Shakk, and for the first time saw him as a boy, not an alien, saw him as a being with emotions and feelings of his own.


  For some reason he found himself thinking of his own father, who had been cold and distant. Merlan couldn’t remember the man laughing or touching him once after the death of his wife, Merlan’s mother, when he was eight. It was as if when she died, his father had died too, refusing to have anything at all to do with life, including his own son.


  I’m not my father, Merlan thought. I’m not like him. I can care about others.


  Still, what could he do? Stern should be the one here, not him. Hell, he was lost even with his own kind, men and women alike. What chance did he have to help an alien child? He glanced back at the Speaker, but the alien’s narrow, furry face was as expressionless as stone.


  He turned back and took another step. As he did, the boy’s smell struck him again. It was far stronger than earlier, a wash of rot so intense he almost gagged. He fought the urge down, noticing the boy’s fur lay limp and still. Indeed, the only thing that seemed to be alive about the child was the blue flower he clutched. It still looked fresh and vibrant.


  Despite the stench, he went closer. “Hi, kid. How you doing?”


  Dumb question! But the boy raised a limp arm and waved it weakly before his face.


  What? Merlan frowned.


  The boy repeated the gesture.


  The face I made—could that be it? Merlan glanced nervously at the villagers, then turned back.


  Grinning, he rolled his eyes and stuck out his tongue, then wriggled his ears.


  The boy’s chest rattled.


  Merlan narrowed his eyes, twisted his mouth to the side.


  “Nik nik nik. Nik nik nik…”


  The villagers murmured excitedly. Merlan hesitated, then gently picked up the boy and sat down on the marble structure. Assuming it was a Shakk chair of some kind, it was damned uncomfortable. There was no backrest, and the concave surface made it awkward to sit. Merlan shifted about till he found a halfway tolerable position. Then, with difficulty, he cradled the child sideways in his lap.


  He touched the boy’s flower. “Mariqua baaa. Tama mariqua baaa.”


  Something stirred feebly in the boy’s eyes. “Hah! Tama mariqua baaa!”


  Okay, Merlan thought. Now that we’ve established it’s a pretty flower, what else do I do?


  He stroked the boy’s cheek, thinking how small he was, how helpless. “Look, kid, I wish I could help you, but I don’t have a clue.” He tickled a furry ear. “Can you give me a hint?”


  The boy raised the flower to Merlan’s nose. “Hah!”


  He sighed and regarded the villagers. Their fur twitched constantly as if they expected a miracle. But he was lost.


  The Speaker’s slitted, tawny eyes glittered. “You will help him,” he repeated.


  Merlan stroked the boy, feeling a rush of tenderness. “I am Theo,” he said, tapping the boy’s hand against his chest. “The-o.”


  “Tee-o.”


  “Yeah, close enough. And you?” He tapped the boy’s chest. “What’s your name?”


  The boy surprised him. “Yeela.”


  “Okay…Yeela.” Struggling not to retch against the smell, Merlan rose with difficulty and moved with the boy in his arms a few meters from the marble chair. Yeela felt light—a mere bundle of fur.


  The boy’s smell seemed to grow stronger, mocking the little flower he held, and anything that Merlan might try to save him. What was the use?


  But Merlan held him closer and rocked him before the villagers. Back and forth.


  Back and forth…


  Snick.


  He saw the boy—Yeela—raise his hands. One of his nails appeared to have grown and was over a centimeter long. He remembered how Yeela had stroked his hand earlier with a nail, almost as if he were learning the texture of his skin. Now, somehow, the boy had extended or lengthened a nail. What…


  Snick.


  Another nail shot out. WHY?


  Snick.


  And another.


  Soon six long white nails glittered in the sun, reminding Merlan of a kitten’s. Yet the nails looked so sharp.


  Yeela twisted toward Merlan with amazing elasticity, his body feeling like rubber in his arms, and the boy’s yellow eyes met his. Part of Merlan was concerned about the nails and wanted to set the boy down. But the other part felt compassion, a desire to hold him and help.


  Merlan thought of his all-but-empty life, of the loneliness. Rocking the boy, he smiled down at him as the boy reached around and hugged him, his nails gently stroking his back. It felt like a caress.


  When a nail first entered Merlan’s spine, he screamed, then screamed again when another nail entered his side as if to anchor him. Just when he knew he couldn’t stand the pain anymore, it subsided, as did his shock and sense of betrayal. Breathing deeply, he wondered if the boy had injected him with endorphins or some pain-killing agent. But he could still feel the boy’s nail, the one that was in his back, probing deeper, seeking inside him. Merlan closed his eyes as an electric chill rose along his spine. The sensation crept up toward his neck, and pain flared briefly once more before subsiding again. Now it was almost pleasure, and now, it was almost gone.


  Then something opened in his head and he fell into the boy, all the way down.


  Moaning, Merlan saw his own image as it held out a flower. Blue, the color of sky. His darkness filled with joy as he—the boy now—reached out and took it. Merlan’s face changed, stretching like sap-candy in the green season, and Yeela felt laughter surge up, tickling his throat.


  Then new memories poured in like a dark tide, drowning him.


  Playing with his younger brother Ajajj, rolling over and over in the dirt.


  Throwing stones at a target together, then racing each other in the sun.


  Two faces appeared. His parents whom he loved so much but who loved only Ajajj, who was already as tall as he and so much more beautiful.


  Why can’t you be like Ajajj, they said, their hard faces silent but saying we don’t love you, we don’t want you, Ajajj is our son, the one we love—not you, never you.


  Why don’t you go away, leave us.


  Yes! Since they don’t love me, I will do what they want and make them happy, choose the Sickness to leave this world quickly. Choose to stop living.


  Die.


  They don’t want me, they don’t love me.


  Die. I will die. For no one will love me. No one at all.


  Sunlight on his face. Wind in his hair. As Merlan held the child before the white marble chair, he felt his human identity struggle back. There must be someone who will love you, he told the boy. Someone who will care.


  No! There is no one. No one in this world.


  Yes. Yes, there must be.


  Who?


  The question stunned Merlan, for he had no answer. Why had he said such a thing? The boy must be right. In all this world there was no one who could love and accept him.


  Who? Yeela cried again. Who could possibly love me? Who?


  Merlan shuddered, and suddenly, miraculously, he found he knew the answer. I will love you, he said. I will accept you because I am lonely too.


  Now the child was stunned. Do…you promise?


  Trembling, Merlan felt the boy’s long sharp nails leave his body and the world slowly return. He blinked at Yeela, then carried the boy to the great marble chair and gently laid him down. I promise, he told him. All my love. All my life.


  Stillness. Then Merlan stepped back. Blinking, he looked around, finding himself surrounded by the entire village. Before him, Yeela lay smiling. Already his fur stirred as life returned, filling the withered body.


  “Yeela,” Merlan whispered. Then the world tilted and went black.


  CHAPTER THREE


  ALL THAT GLITTERS


  He awoke in his bunk. Ann Benson, sitting beside him, leaned quickly forward.


  “Theo, you’re awake! Are you okay?”


  “Yes.” He rubbed his eyes, and it suddenly all rushed back. The child. The chair. The nails entering his flesh. Then the sharing, the closeness like nothing he had ever experienced before.


  “Theo?”


  Thinking of the boy’s nails again, he felt his side and back, but there was no pain.


  “My God,” he said.


  “Theo, are you sure—”


  He turned to her. “How long?”


  “Two days. Thank God. We were so worried!”


  Two days! He moved carefully, still feeling no pain where Yeela’s nails had entered him. He wondered at that. Had the boy secreted a healing agent as well? How was he able to move, much less survive? He had been skewered!


  “Theo, how do you feel?” She felt his face. “Hacker says your fever’s gone and took you out of quarantine. But…”


  “But what?”


  She glanced away. “I was just concerned.”


  He looked at her, remembering how often he had wished that she cared for him just half as much as Hacker and Reese did for Stern and McBride. “Huh. I thought the only thing you were concerned about was the ship. You know, plotting its course, maintaining its engines.”


  “Oh, Theo,” she said. “The Shakk could have killed you, and I just let you go.” She bit her lip and gently picked up his hand, covering his large, rough fingers with her slender, darker ones. “Look, I’m sorry. I…”


  “What is it?”


  She started to say something, then sighed. “Nothing. Anyway, I’m supposed to report when you regain consciousness.”


  “Wait.” He had a terrible thought: the gold he’d shoved in his pocket. “Did they check my pockets when I was brought in?”


  “Pockets? I don’t know. You’ll have to ask the others.”


  She left, and he heard her excited voice calling. He lay there, wondering what she had been about to say. Then he thought of Yeela, whom no one had loved. Yeela who had laughed and caused him such pain.


  Approaching footsteps. Moments later, Hacker entered.


  “Ann reports you’re fit and fine.” She peered close, shining a light in his eyes. “How do you feel?”


  “Fit and fine.” Where was that damned gold?


  “That’s good. Hell, that’s excellent!” She straightened. “But we are a bit concerned.”


  Thinking of the gold, he remembered that Benson had used the same word. “Concerned—about what?”


  “Your blood. The cell structure has changed.”


  He thought of Yeela’s nails, of how his body had been invaded by that alien being. “I don’t feel any pain.”


  She frowned. “There’s that too. Plus the fact that your wounds have almost healed. It’s amazing! I wouldn’t be surprised if by tomorrow, you won’t even have scars.” She studied him. “Are you sure you feel all right?”


  “Yes, but one thing worries me. I uh, had something in my pocket—”


  McBride entered the module. “How is he?”


  “I’m stumped, Captain. Apart from the anomalous blood markers, he appears almost completely recovered.”


  “Well, that’s a relief!” McBride dismissed her, then smiled down at him. “Theo. It’s good to have you back, my friend. We were worried.”


  “Thanks, Captain. It’s good to be back.”


  “You’ll have to tell us what happened. All of it. But first, I’ve got a question.” He moved forward, holding out his hand. In it sat the gold nugget.


  “Care to explain this?”


  No use lying. “Yes.”


  McBride sat down. “I assume you were going to tell me about it?”


  He hesitated. “Captain, the Shakk are good people. In many ways, they’re like us.”


  “Like us?” McBride frowned. “Even if I’d ignore their appearance and the way their fur jitters all the time, there’s the matter of what they did to you. When they brought you in, you were delirious and had deep bloody wounds. You kept saying a boy had done it to you with his nails.” He shrugged. “That doesn’t sound human at all.”


  But they have emotions, feelings! Merlan looked at the nugget in McBride’s hand. “Captain, the ’Fed will come in and destroy this place if they find out about the gold. I don’t mean just dig up the land. They’ll throw chains on the Shakk and study them to death, destroy their culture.”


  “Culture? From what we’ve seen, they don’t have any culture to speak of. They’re completely primitive, Theo.”


  “We don’t know that for certain, Captain. Look, the Shakk only have a dozen villages. You must see how vulnerable they are.”


  “Now, Theo, it doesn’t have to be that way. I’m sure the ’Fed will use restraint. They’ll be interested in the land, its metals and minerals. The Shakk don’t have to be involved at all.”


  “Oh, yeah. The ’Fed will use restraint, huh? Just as they did with the inhabitants of Matahanka, Vors, and Ceres Prime?”


  McBride spread his hands. “What can I say? Theo, surely you know the technological need for gold. As Captain I can’t ignore it, and I’m sworn to report whatever I find here. You are too, for that matter. You certainly didn’t register any reservations when you signed your contract.”


  Merlan closed his eyes. It was true. There was the matter of his word. But surely, sometimes a higher morality took precedence.


  He sat up slowly on his bunk. “Captain, you won’t reconsider?”


  “No, Theo. I won’t. Please don’t ask me again.”


  Merlan thought of Yeela, and the promise he had made to the boy. “I will love you,” he had said. “I will accept you because I am lonely too.” But how could he love Yeela and at the same time give the ’Fed an excuse to conquer his world?


  Merlan extended his hand and McBride gave him the nugget. “I’d appreciate it if you’d tell us where you found this.”


  What difference did it make? He knew they’d find it anyway. But then he thought of Yeela again, and the bond between them. Inside, he no longer felt he was all alone.


  “No,” he said.


  “You must,” McBride said. “Or you leave me no—”


  Someone entered the module. Benson.


  “Captain,” she said, “you need to come. The Shakk are back. And their Speaker wants to see Theo!”


  CHAPTER FOUR


  REFUSING AN HONOR


  Merlan rose and dressed, wondering why the Speaker wished to see him. He shoved the gold in his shorts’ pocket so he wouldn’t have to look at it. As he did, he realized he felt fine. In fact, physically, he felt better than ever before.


  He stepped outside, then stopped.


  This time, besides the Speaker, there were three Shakk instead of two. Garra, the Speaker’s extremely furry grandson had returned, along with a Shakk he didn’t recognize. Merlan would have wondered about Garra’s hostile stare if it had not been for the last Shakk.


  It was Yeela.


  The boy’s fur quivered, more active and alive than any Shakk’s he had seen. Merlan needed no help interpreting its vitality, or the smile on Yeela’s face. For a moment he hesitated, remembering the pain of the boy’s nails.


  “Tee-o!”


  When the boy called his name, Merlan forgot his fear. “Yeela!” he shouted, and ran to him. They met halfway and Merlan scooped him up, spun him around, and hugged him, smelling the boy’s clean, healthy scent. Then he kissed the child’s face (did Shakk kiss?) and held him tight.


  Eventually he set the boy down. Holding his hand, he walked toward the Shakk and the members of the crew. Nathan Stern, he noticed, was staring raptly at the Speaker. McBride, Benson, Reese, and Hacker, however, were watching him as he approached with Yeela at his side.


  When Merlan and Yeela reached the gathering, the Speaker placed a hand with great solemnity on each of their heads. “You have been changed, Theophilus Merlan, through the essence of this child. And the boy has been changed through yours. As the Speaker of my people, I proclaim that Yeela is now your…” He seemed to search for a word in Standard, then used one of his own: “melana.”


  Merlan looked down at Yeela, who smiled up at him. “Son,” he said.


  But what would happen to his son? Merlan had no doubt that McBride had already contacted headquarters, recommending that Yellowsand be given Class I status.


  “You are worried the ‘Confederation’ will come,” the Speaker said. “That they will…en-shabbe.”


  Another Shakk word, and somehow Merlan knew what it meant too. “Yes,” he said. “They will conquer.”


  The Speaker raised his eyes and gazed without blinking at the planet’s two suns, which the humans had named after mythic sea monsters. “Others who want our world will come first, seven days from now.”


  “Others? In seven days? Who?”


  In the Speaker’s eyes, the two suns glowed. “Our old enemies, the Xanteans and the Merotox.”


  “Why?” McBride asked.


  The Speaker lowered his eyes. “Our enemies hate each other. Ever since they first saw our world 300 of our years ago, it is what they have wanted.”


  “But why?” McBride insisted. “What do they want it for—gold? Metals?”


  “They want it because the other wants it. Neither can stand the thought of losing it to the other.”


  “Humans are like that too,” Merlan said.


  The Speaker’s molten, vertically-slitted pupils focused on him. “Our enemies say we can share this world, live here with them and benefit from their generosity, but we know they lie. They want it only for themselves.”


  If he’s right, Merlan thought, there is a far more immediate threat to the Shakk than the Confederation. “But why haven’t they come down here and taken it?” he asked. “What’s stopped them?”


  “For some reason they feel this world can be easily hurt, that even their smallest weapons would destroy it.”


  “Destroy,” Stern said. “How?”


  The Speaker ignored him. “Our enemies hate each other so, they do not trust even one of their people to come here alone, unless…”


  “There is someone to watch them,” Merlan said. “Someone to supervise and keep them from mischief.” He shook his head, not quite convinced by the Speaker’s explanation. Why didn’t the aliens just come in and take this world? What was so important about it that they held back?


  Despite his doubt, he was amazed at how quickly he was beginning to understand the Speaker. The other members of the crew, though, now looked confused. Even McBride seemed content to let him speak.


  “Yes,” the Speaker said. “Once, long ago, before they asked for our help, they both sent one of their people to reach an agreement. But their deep hatred exploded, and they almost had a war
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