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Intrepid scientist solves mystery of scaly aliens. 

Dr. Lucy Stannis’ quiet life as the chief biologist in the small human colony on Eden is interrupted when an alien spaceship arrives. She is thrilled to meet the captain, the formidable Sa Kamizan. But, the arrogant scaled Atrapako plan to dominatee the puny humans, and conflict threatens the peaceful populace. Lucy must employ all her skills to discover the aliens’ secret vulnerability and save the colony. 
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​​1. Introduction
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THE GIRDERS OF THE hold were cracked and rusty and the surface plates creaked against each other. Sa Kamizan swore. His spaceship was shaking to pieces. He strode back to the control room, bracing for more bad news. The disease was spreading through his crew. He was desperate for a haven after their dreadful voyage. 

In the control room, the newly promoted science officer, Te Suzzaine, reported sighting a planet within the habitable zone of a nearby yellow star. It was their best hope. He ordered a course change towards the planet. 

Next day, he sat in the navigator’s seat, listening to the emissions from the planet. The persistent series of rhythmic repeats must be a signal from intelligent life. He growled in rage and tugged on his crest hairs. The only sanctuary they had found was already inhabited. The alien natives must be dealt with. 

“Respond to their signal,” he grated. 
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​​2. Aliens Land on Eden
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Report to the Terran Space Authority from Lucy Stannis. The aliens land on Eden today. They are reluctant to answer many questions. I’ll try direct observations. 

The huge, black spaceship descended slowly through the clouds. It dwarfed the small human shuttles escorting it to the ground. The landing field was so seldom used that grass was sprouting from cracks in the concrete. Dr. Lucy Stannis, covert Terran observer, sat alone, dangling her legs from the top of the perimeter barrier encircling the field. On her right, twenty feet below, she saw the official welcoming committee flanked by armed national guards. A vidicom crew recorded the scene from the opposite side of the perimeter wall. 

The ship’s retroengines shrieked as it descended slowly. Two of the landing shuttles had tractor beams stabilizing the alien spacecraft. As they neared the ground, the ship rocked violently, tilting on one side. Tractor beams shot out from the other two landers and held the ship steady. The engines roared, and cut out abruptly as it dropped onto the grassy plain with a shuddering crash. Lucy stared at the black ship. Meteor scars pitted and discolored its metal surface. No shields, she thought. Their technology must be primitive. Who would travel in space without deflector shields to ward off meteors and high energy cosmic particles? She trained her lenses expectantly on the side of the ship as it was sprayed with cooling water.  

A hatch opened in the blackened surface and she held her breath as the tall figures marched out of the ship. The first two aliens were uniformly red in color. They stepped aside and were followed by others colored blue and green. Lucy zoomed in on the nearest one. It was coarsely humanoid, with reptilian scales and the head bore a raised crest of spines like a giant, upright lizard.  

All the colonists were excited. The ship’s arrival was the most thrilling event in the history of Eden. The scientists were ecstatic, since no one had ever discovered non-human intelligent beings. Lucy recalled tales of unusual human variants, but none as strange as the creatures from the black spaceship. She had so much to learn. While she mused, the distant colorful figures were led away by the welcoming committee and the curious crowd dispersed from the perimeter wall. The hatch in the ship closed again. There might be many more aliens inside. How could she learn more about them? Lucy waved at the vidi crew on the opposite side of the perimeter. She climbed agilely down the concrete barrier, and raced across the cleared space to the reporters. 

Thirty minutes later, Lucy walked toward the vidinews offices in the city. One of the editors was a friend and might give her the latest reports on the aliens. Her visit was more productive than she had hoped. The editor was interested in the scientific perspective and enrolled her as a special correspondent. She was given a coded button to permit entry to an exclusive conference with the aliens that evening. 

What do I wear to impress an alien? Lucy reflected.  

Later that evening, Dr. Lucy Stannis, Chief Scientist in Molecular Research at the Science Institute and temporary journalist, left her house on the outskirts of the city of Riverside. She wore a blue top closely matching the blue of some of the aliens’ scales. Blue was one of her favorite colors. Her long, dark hair was tied back with a blue ribbon, and she carried the coded button for entry to the meeting with the aliens. Her flitter bore her swiftly to the Cultural Center where the conference was to be held. The houses of the residential district gave way to the central shopping blocks where the streets were unusually crowded. Groups of people chatted excitedly in street corners. Everyone was discussing the strange arrivals.  

The evening conference was scheduled for the aliens to meet important government officials and a select number of scientists. Lucy was glad of her unofficial status as reporter, since she had heard of agitated discussions and even fist fights among the top scientists for the chance to attend. All were eager to meet the aliens. Now she could sidestep the selection of scientists, without directly antagonizing her colleagues.  

The crowds grew thicker as she approached the tower of the Cultural Center. Fortunately, a passage had been cleared to the entrance. From the comments she overheard, Lucy realized the aliens had just entered the building. She hurried up the stairway and was stopped by the guards at the top. The guards carefully scrutinized her code button before letting her enter. An attendant directed her to the conference room where the meeting was being held. Lucy ran down the corridor, skidding to a halt before the door to gather her breath.  

The other reporters were gathered inside the door with coms in hand. Lucy slipped in to join them and turned to examine the other side of the room. The senior Governor, Mossy Fairweather, was making a welcoming speech. Lucy barely glanced at him. Her attention was focused on the bulky aliens. Her first impression, from the landing field, of humanoid figures, seemed less valid here where the aliens stood next to humans. They exuded muscular strength and power compared with the small and puny humans. Their reptilian scales gleamed like colored plates of armor. Their heads had two eyes and a central mouth. A spiky crest extended like a Mohawk haircut from a vertical ridge on top of their scaly heads, giving a bird-like effect. She would not have been surprised to see tails, although none poked from under their short tunics. Their feet were heavily scaled with dagger-like, hooked claws. They wore cloaks and tunics of the same bright color as their scales. Royal blue scales and cloaks predominated, although she also saw red, and green scales. Lucy wondered if they had different sexes.  

The aliens stood very still and appeared to listen patiently to the speech. Afterwards, they were introduced to the human officials. Lucy recognized two of the senior scientists who were being introduced. She was envious because they were able to talk to the aliens.  

A friendly journalist explained the aliens called themselves “Atrapako”. Language translators had been set up and the Atrapako in the room had already taken hypnolessons in the Edeners’ language. The reporters only expected to interview the humans at this meeting. Lucy was disappointed, and wondered how she could get closer to the aliens.  

After a while, she noticed that not all the Atrapako were talking with humans, some of them watched silently. She wanted to approach them, but was afraid of giving offense. Lucy decided on a lateral attack. Opposite the entrance, a glass door led onto a balcony overlooking the botanical garden. Lucy skirted the edges of the room, partly concealed by her short height, and skipped to the glass door in her excitement. When she reached the door, she glanced back at the aliens and noted a big blue one staring in her direction. Lucy hoped it was curious. She sent a challenging stare, titling up her chin and tossing her hair provocatively.  

The door was propped ajar to let in the cool night breezes. Lucy pushed it open and walked over to the edge of the balcony. She leaned over the railing and waited, scarcely breathing in anticipation. It was dark in the garden below, but she could smell the fresh leaves and night blooming flowers. Her eyes had grown accustomed to the darkness when she heard a scraping sound behind her and the light from the open door was obscured briefly as someone passed through.  

Lucy tensed in excitement. She hoped it was an alien.  

A precise, toneless voice said, “Why did you come out here?” 

Lucy swung around at the sound, and blinked in the bright light. The alien loomed as a black shadow. The dark figure moved onto the balcony and she could see more clearly.  

“I came to look at the gardens,” she replied, gesturing over the railing.  

The Atrapako walked over to stand beside her and stared out. Little was visible yet. Glancing sideways, Lucy felt dwarfed by the alien. Definitely over six feet, she decided, and topped with another half foot of crest spines. It wore a dark blue tunic over blue scales. She checked the time quickly, then leaned over the railing again.  

“Your eyes must be strong. I see little out there,” the alien said.  

“Our second moon, Venus, will rise in a minute and illuminate the gardens,” Lucy explained. “Why did you come out?”  

“I wished to speak with an alien female.” 

“Oh, good,” said Lucy frankly. “I’m Doctor Lucy Stannis.”  

“My name is Sa Kamizan Veedak.” He bowed slightly.  

“You have the advantage of knowing more about my people than I do about yours,” Lucy commented wryly.  “I don’t know if you are male or female.”  

The horizon grew lighter, as they watched in silence. The white moon, Venus, rose into the sky, flooding the gardens with pale light. Soon the moon flowers would open in the gardens.  

Lucy glanced at the alien to examine its face in the bright moonlight. Its eyes were sunk deeply on either side of the bony ridge leading to the raised crest of stiff hairs on top of the head. The mouth was a thin line. She was fascinated. In this dim light she could imagine it was a human face in an ugly mask. The eyes looked very human.  

The scaled face stared down at her and it spoke, “Show me the garden and I will teach you about my people.”  

Lucy looked over the balcony. It was about a ten foot drop to the ground. Not too far, for a small, athletic woman. Without waiting for her reply, the alien vaulted over the railing and leaped down with surprising ease for such a bulky body.  

“Wait for me!” Lucy cried. She stooped, grasped the posts of the railing and lowered herself gingerly. She fell awkwardly to the ground and stumbled, but the alien caught her elbow and steadied her. The points of its claws pricked her arm through the thin material of her sleeves. Interesting, Lucy thought. The Atrapako had reached out to help her. 

“Is it wrong to walk in the garden?” the alien asked.  

“It is unusual at this time of night. But the garden is beautiful in the moonlight.” 

“Show me,” the alien demanded.  

Lucy led the alien along a narrow path between flower beds where they could watch the moon flowers open their large white petals and the gray moths fly in to feed. Meanwhile, Lucy learned about the Atrapako. She learned that Sa Kamizan Veedak was a mature male. He was to be called Sa Kamizan in public and Veedak only in private by close friends. He offered to introduce her to a female for comparison. Their home planet was hot and arid with harsh winds. Sa Kamizan was pleased to find such a fertile planet with much water and lush vegetation.  

They walked to a fountain near the center of the garden and the alien stooped to peer at the goldfish swimming among the water lilies. Lucy would not have been surprised if he had scooped up a fish and eaten it. He was very curious about the fountain, staring as if he could not understand its purpose.  

Lucy asked, “What, in your opinion, is the chief difference between your people and mine?”  

“You mean, besides the obvious external differences?” he said.

“Yes.”  

“Your people are more emotional. Atrapako are logical and do only what is rational.” 

“I suppose it was rational to walk in the gardens with me,” she said ruefully.  

“It was a good opportunity to learn more about humans.” 

“Oh! I wasted my time showing you the beautiful flowers and moths,” Lucy retorted indignantly.  

“No,” he said softly. “Your planet is lovely. I am glad to see such beauty.”  

Lucy ran her hand though the water. She resented being called emotional. Stretching her hand to the central spout, she directed a stream of fountain water toward the alien. It splashed onto him. He jumped back with crest flaring high. An alarm reaction, Lucy presumed. 

“Why did you do that?” There was a trace of surprise in his flat voice.  

“To see how you would react,” she replied calmly.  

He made a strange choking noise and tried to splash her.  

Dodging the spray of water, she asked, “Are you laughing?”  

“Yes! Do you wish to be wet?” 

Lucy laughed. “I don’t mind. It’s a warm night. But, we’ll look silly walking back into the meeting dripping with water.”  

“It is cold for me,” Sa Kamizan said with a slight shiver. 

“Oh, I’m sorry!” Lucy said. “I shouldn’t have dragged you out here and the water will make you colder.”  

He barked his laugh again and said coolly, “You would find it difficult to drag me anywhere.”  

They walked on. Lucy was elated. She had talked with an alien, an intelligent male.  

They talked less as they approached the building. Lucy felt embarrassed and unsure of her strange companion striding beside her. The claws on his bare feet clicked against the stones of the path.  

They rounded a corner, and the alien murmured, “Someone is hiding in the bushes.”  

Lucy heard the leaves rustle. She stepped forward and called, “Come out here, or I’ll call the guards!” She preferred bold action, although she suspected there was little danger.  

There was silence. Then, branches swayed as someone pushed through the shrubs. Lucy held her breath, reassured by the large Atrapako at her side. Instead of a dangerous villain, a young boy jumped onto the path.  

“Come here,” Lucy said. “We won’t harm you.” On this encouragement, the boy advanced hesitantly. His eyes were fixed on the alien.  

“What is your name, and what are you doing here?” Lucy asked.  

The boy stared up with wide eyes. “I’m Sammy Lee,” he said. “I was only looking. They dared me.”  

“Is anyone else inside the fence, Sammy?” Lucy asked.  

“No. They’re too scared,” Sammy said proudly.  

Lucy glanced up at the alien who had remained silent during this exchange. “Sa Kamizan, let me introduce Sammy Lee, who has climbed a twelve foot fence to see an alien.”  

He flashed a glance at her, and turned to the boy. “Hello Sammy, I am pleased to meet you,” he spoke in the typical toneless voice and then exposed his pointed teeth.  

“Wow!” Sammy gasped. He dashed away into the darkness.  

Lucy choked back a laugh as the scaled face turned to her. Sa Kamizan asked, “Did I scare the boy?”  

“Not very much.” She added helpfully, “It’s your teeth. They make you look aggressive.”  

“Oh. I thought humans greeted each other that way.” 

Lucy stifled another chuckle. Was he trying to smile? “You should not show all your teeth if you intend to be friendly.”  

“Good,” he said. “I was confused. Normally, this would mean I was angry.” He bared a fine set of pointed white teeth.  

Lucy leaned closer, peering at his sharp teeth. She would have liked to examine the unfamiliar dentition more closely. “It is a sign of aggression among humans too,” she said. “I know it can be difficult to interpret facial expressions.”  

“Especially for an alien,” he added.  

They were now near the building and Lucy realized that their private conversation must end soon. “I wish I could speak your language as well as you speak mine,” she said wistfully.  

“The hypnotranslator is set up in our offices in the Conference Center. Tell them I sent you to learn our language, Kavkani,” he offered.  

They reached the building, and Lucy led the way in by a side door. Soon they would reach the meeting room. Lucy turned to her companion. “Forgive my impertinence,” she said politely. “How may I distinguish you from other Atrapako?”  

“You wish to know me again?” His eyes twinkled. “I am a Blue, and look here.” Sa Kamizan pointed to a jagged line in the scales on one side of his face. “My enemies call me Scarface.” He bared his teeth. “The scar will distinguish me.” 

He looked at her gravely for a minute and asked, “What are your distinguishing marks, Dr. Lucy Stannis?”  

Lucy blushed at the question. “Well,” she began slowly, “I am a short female with long, dark hair. Most of my scars are hidden by clothes. My eyes are blue.” She stared at his eyes curiously. “Oh, your eyes are very blue. I’ve never seen such an intense color.” She paused, recalling it was bad manners to stare at a stranger, never mind an alien. “I think people usually remember the relative size and shape of the nose, mouth and eyes in a human face.”

He stepped back and ran his eyes over her face and figure. “I will remember. You can show me your scars another time.” Then, he turned away and strode towards the door to the meeting room.  

Lucy paused, puzzled by his words. What did he mean?  She ran after Sa Kamizan, keeping two steps behind him, in deference or apparent deference, she was unsure which. He walked in openly, while she slipped inside and eased quietly into a group of humans.  

Lucy found herself in a group of scientists. They didn’t comment on her surreptitious entrance and might not have noticed. She knew one of them and was able to enter the conversation. Soon, she was introduced to another alien, a female scientist. Although, Te Suzzaine was clearly intelligent, Lucy found it more commonplace talking with her than with Sa Kamizan. Te Suzzaine had a slighter build than the Blue male and sported shiny green scales and a fine, fringed green crest. Her voice was colorless. Lucy mentally noted this common alien feature. They were discussing the more esoteric fringes of physics when Lucy realized that the room was emptying.  

A tall, blue alien came to stand next to Te Suzzaine. “Come, Te Suzzaine. It is over.” 

Lucy recognized Sa Kamizan by his scar. He was watching her, not Te Suzzaine. She could have sworn he winked. Lucy was astonished to see such a human gesture.  

Sa Kamizan said, “Goodnight, Dr. Stannis.” He tilted his head slightly.  

“Goodnight, Sa Kamizan,” she replied, resisting the temptation to make a rude response. Why did she feel provoked by his arrogant gaze?  

Lucy watched the two aliens walk away. Sa Kamizan Veedak’s clawed fingers clenched and loosened repeatedly behind his back. She was intrigued by the Blue alien and hoped to meet him again. Yet, she was suspicious of his motives, and he must never learn her secret identity as a Terran spy. 
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​​3. Aliens are Uncommunicative
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Lucy had hoped for a pleasant evening with her friends, but the emotional cross currents were more antagonistic than peaceful. Maybe it was because Dr. Colin Murti was tired from a long day of work, while she was keyed up with excitement. Roger Fourno glared sullenly across the table. He was often suspicious of her other male friends. She had invited Colin to dinner principally to discover what he had learned about the aliens. He had been in the team of doctors who helped restore the aliens from the frozen hibernation in which many had traveled through space. Her friend, and current lover, Roger, had insisted on attending the dinner too. He was now sulking because she was so eager to talk about the alien arrivals.  

“You’ve talked of nothing else since the spaceships were first sighted,” he complained.  

“Oh, don’t you remember, Colin, how excited we were when the astronomers spotted an object moving toward Eden and speculated it was controlled by intelligent beings?” 

“Yes, Lucy.” A smile softened Colin’s austere face. “Although, it was a long time before we were convinced the distant speck was really a spacecraft. Were you involved in the early attempts at communication?”  

“I was recruited near the end,” Lucy replied. “They had exchanged many signals and translated simple mathematical concepts before my talents were called upon. The translation team wanted my advice on exchanging descriptions of the molecules essential for life. I provided excerpts from our educational files.”

“How did you determine what the Atrapako could understand?” Colin asked. “It was kept secret at that stage.”  

“It is no longer a secret. In fact, I’m writing a news article on the initial communications.” Lucy ran her fingertip over the table top. She glanced at Colin. His dark face was alive with interest. Roger toyed with his beer glass, his untidy fair hair falling over his forehead. Lucy smiled at the contrast between black haired Colin with his direct, sober gaze and the volatile, blond and bearded Roger. She wished Roger would take more interest in her achievements.  

“We sent a sequence corresponding to the nuclear protons and neutrons of the stable elements. Our sequence paused after the first two rows of the periodic table. Then we waited. Soon the correct response came from the spaceship. They continued the sequence of elements. So, we knew they could understand simple chemistry.  

My colleagues were eager to jump to the bigger questions, and I advised that we attempt to transmit pictures. If the aliens had a strong visual sense, communication would be faster and easier. Of course, if the aliens had experienced the world primarily through other senses, there would have been further confusion.  

We sent a scheme of our solar system, including all six planets and their larger moons. A time sequence showed the orbital motions around the sun. We were sure they’d recognize the solar system they were approaching. There was a delay while they processed our signals. Finally, they returned part of the same pictures with the addition of a new moving object in the position of their spacecraft.” 

“Why did they head straight for Eden?” Roger interrupted in a suspicious tone.  

“Eden is the only inhabitable planet in this region of space. The Space Traders say it is the only inhabitable planet within about fifty light years,” Lucy replied patiently.  

She paused to recollect the thread of her story. Colin prompted her, “I remember the excitement when the aliens sent moving pictures. But according to your story, they were mostly repeating your message.” 

“Yes, that is true,” Lucy said. “The only time they took the initiative in communicating was near the end. They requested assistance for landing and described the disease that had broken out on the ship.” 

“I know what happened after that, Lucy. Can you describe the events after that first exchange of pictures of the solar system?” Colin wanted to hear the complete story.

“Can’t you talk about something else?” Roger brought his fist crashing down on the table. “I’m tired of hearing everyone talk about those reptiles!”  He kicked back his chair and stamped out of the room.  

Colin raised his dark eyebrows. “What’s the matter with him, Lucy?”  

“I don’t know.” She waved her hand dismissively, and added with a grimace, “He’s been irritable ever since he heard of the Atrapako. But you are my guest tonight, Colin. Are you bored?”  

“No, no!” he said emphatically. “I believe it is important to understand these Atrapako.” 

“You should be an expert after helping with their revival and treating the epidemic,” she said. 

“Not really, Lucy. I’ve learned very little. You finish your story and then I’ll give you mine.” He leaned toward Lucy expectantly. 

She nodded. “All right, Colin. Well, once we could send pictures, our exchanges became faster. We transmitted pictures of a few simple molecules like water, to make sure that they understood our symbols. It seemed to work well. So I edited our educational series and we sent the film of the duplication of DNA. If the aliens recognized DNA, it would indicate they shared our biology at a fundamental level. They understood. They responded with a picture of a cell dividing.”  

“So, you built up connections gradually,” Colin remarked. “Meanwhile, the spaceship was traveling closer.” 

“We didn’t know how to tell them to stop without seeming to threaten them. It’s better to start peacefully.” Lucy narrowed her eyes and asked, “What are you implying, Colin?”

“Just that we should be cautious,” his dark face was serious.  

“Well, we actually tried to be cunning for the next stage. We sent a series of stylized drawings of several plants and animals. A simple human figure was included at a random position within the series. We wanted to show various creatures and hoped the aliens would indicate what they looked like.”

“I’ll guess the Atrapako returned the schematic human figure and everybody jumped with excitement. I remember you called me to say that the aliens were probably humanoid in shape.” 

“I was disappointed, Colin. I’d have preferred the challenge of a totally different lifeform. Strange colored scales appear to be the major, visible difference between Atrapako and humans.” Lucy frowned and then questioned the doctor, “What differences have you discovered during your treatment of the sick aliens?”  

“I have discovered nothing.” Colin thumped the table with his fist and set the glasses jangling. Lucy steadied her drink and stared at the doctor. He was more agitated than she had ever seen him. His dark brows met in a deep frown. “They refuse to allow human doctors to conduct a proper physical examination. We helped revive the frozen Atrapako under the strict supervision of their medics.  Of course, I was able to note outward appearance and take a few discrete measurements of heart rate and breathing. However, my numbers are meaningless since the patients were not in a fully normal state.” He paused for breath.  

Lucy broke in, “What about the epidemic you helped to overcome?”  

“Their scientists handed us specimens of the infecting virus, and we designed an antidote based on human physiology. We gave this formula to the Atrapako and they administered treatment to their sick. I was permitted to observe one sufferer as she recovered. They placed me behind a viewing screen so the patient would not be unduly disturbed by the sight of a human.”  

“It’s outrageous! They’re very willing to accept our assistance, provided we stay within their restrictions. We can learn little this way. It is impossible to communicate with them in a normal manner. I’ve tried to speak to several aliens, and mostly they ignored me.  Even if they did not understand our language, I would expect some response.”  

“They are aliens,” said Lucy. “We cannot expect them to understand us easily. Although, they were eager to communicate before their ship landed. You suggested not all of them ignored you?”  

“The others firmly ordered me out of the building.  They treat us like an inferior species!”  Colin gave a bitter laugh. “I don’t like their attitude, even if on occasion I’ve been forced to agree.  Many of those Atrapako are built like heavy weight fighters and I am wary of those sharp teeth and claws. I’m loath to oppose their demands, as I suppose are many other people. It’s not a healthy situation.”  

“Not from the human viewpoint,” murmured Lucy. She sipped her drink thoughtfully. “I talked with a big, blue Atrapako called Sa Kamizan Veedak. He has a forceful personality, although I believe he was trying to be friendly.” 

“You were lucky! Perhaps he was in a good humor. In my experience, the blue ones are the most insulting. You may learn more about the Atrapako than I have, Lucy. I’m returning to my human patients. The aliens have dismissed us. Their epidemic is cured and our services are no longer required. Fortunately, I am confident we can deal with any of their diseases that may infect humans.”  

“Thanks to the wonders of modern medicine,” said Lucy with a trace of sarcasm. “Why can’t we kidnap a baby alien and run all the physiological tests?”  

“No good!” Colin said. “They have brought no children, or so I was informed. Also, we checked all the hibernation chambers on their ship and saw no small Atrapako. They claim the voyage was considered too hazardous for children.”

“I had assumed they came to establish a colony. Youngsters would be an advantage for maintaining a viable long term colony. Do you suppose they expect more ships to arrive from their home planet?”  

Colin shook his head, “I don’t know, Lucy. Let’s talk about something else. I’m beginning to agree with Roger’s opinion that we’d be better off without the Atrapako.”  

“Oh no!” Lucy cried. “It’s a marvelous opportunity to learn about a different intelligent species. I would never give up the chance.”  
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​​4. Language Lessons
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It was two days before Lucy had time to try the hypnolanguage lessons the alien, Sa Kamizan, had offered her. Meanwhile, she heard more complaints from other scientists. The aliens were remarkably reticent about important biological matters.  Now, Lucy finally had a free afternoon with no scheduled meetings. After a quick lunch, she hurried over to the Conference Center, which had been given to the aliens for their accommodations. The sun was warm on her bare arms and legs as she walked across the lawns. She wondered briefly if her clothes were appropriate, but decided that aliens should not care about human clothes. Also, she recalled their bare feet.  

The main entrance was guarded by two large, red scaled aliens, and two human security guards stood nearby. Lucy hesitated, wondering if it would be as easy to enter as Sa Kamizan had implied. It was certainly worth trying. She walked to the door, where the red aliens barred her way. A security guard and a sand-colored alien approached to question her.  

“Sa Kamizan told me to come here to use the hypnotranslator,” she said.  

“Your name, please?” The human guard asked coolly.  

“Dr. Lucy Stannis.” She waited, as a short discussion took place just out of her hearing. 

The doorman returned to say, “You may enter while we check your authorization with Sa Kamizan.”  

She was ushered through the heavy doors and told to wait. One of the alien guards spoke to someone on the vidicom. 

The human security guard became friendlier than at first. He reassured Lucy, “Sa Kamizan is one of the top boys here. You’ll be all right if he recognizes you.”  

Lucy disliked such restrictions. It was irksome that her language lessons should depend on whether an alien remembered her name. Still, she maintained a serene expression and waited.  

After about ten minutes, an elevator door opened and a blue alien came into the entrance hall. Lucy recognized Sa Kamizan Veedak. She tried to keep her face calm, but felt relief.  

He was more impressive than she remembered. He wore a blue tunic to match his scales and a gold patterned belt. He spoke briefly to one of the guards and then came nearer. “Good afternoon, Dr. Stannis. I shall take you to the hypnolector.”  

Lucy followed him to the elevator. As they passed the security guard, Lucy noted that he was impressed too. She didn’t speak until they were alone in the elevator. “I thought they were going to throw me out, Sa Kamizan,” she said, trying to keep irritation out of her voice.  

His reply was neutral, “We do not wish unauthorized people to wander about this building.”  

Lucy decided to be cautious and gave a slight smile. “How long will the language lessons take?”  

“Five sessions of one hour each will give you the basics of our language, Kavkani. I trust you can spare the time.” They stopped at the third floor and he stepped out. “It is the second room here.”

An icy thought glazed her mind. What if they had inserted a mind controller into the hypnolector? She stopped in sudden alarm.

Sa Kamizan must have understood her hesitation, for he said softly, “I took lessons in your people’s translator, Dr. Stannis.” 

He put his hand close to her arm, but not quite touching, as if he wanted to reassure her. She focused on the sharp, curved claws set on five stubby fingers. After a second, she grew aware that she was not afraid, and his intentions seemed kindly.  

She looked up at him and smiled. “I hope I’m not always going to jump after you.”  

He nodded slightly, and she thought he was pleased. Then he led her into the room. Human technicians were busy around the apparatus. One of the hypnolectors was vacant and Sa Kamizan gestured toward it. “I shall leave you here. Come to my office after your lesson. It is room 510.”  

“Yes,” she replied. “Thank you, Sa Kamizan.”  

The human technician seated her under the lector and connected the headset. Soon she was immersed in the language lesson.  

The hour passed rapidly and then Lucy was roused. She wanted some coffee, but remembered she had promised to see Sa Kamizan. She owed him that at least in return for the language lessons. The words of a natural language gave many clues to what was important in a society.  

The white-clothed technicians removed her headset. One of them offered to show her to the exit. Lucy explained that she must see Sa Kamizan. She left the room hoping to find her way alone to his office. No one else was visible in the corridor as she walked to the stairway. On the fifth floor, a few aliens crossed the corridor between the open rooms. Most had green scales and stared at Lucy from a safe distance. Lucy sensed their increased interest as she stopped outside room 510. Several aliens watched from nearby doorways. A faint, acrid scent permeated the air. 

She grew nervous and almost retreated. Then, the mental image of a blue alien looking amused prompted her to knock at the door. It was slightly ajar and swung inwards at her knock. 

A voice called, “Enter!” in Kavkani. She was pleased to recognize the word and quickly complied. Of course, he must know what words were in the first hypnotape.  

The lighting was subdued inside the office and a large window afforded a pleasant view over the town. Sa Kamizan Veedak lounged in an armchair behind a large desk covered in neat piles of paper.  

Lucy moved toward the desk and tried a sentence in her new language, “Greetings, noble Sa Kamizan. I await your orders.” She grinned impishly and wondered how many of the aliens spoke to him in those subservient words.  

“You are very formal today, Dr. Stannis.” Sa Kamizan stood and walked round the desk. “Will you take a drink with me?”  

“I have not yet learned how to speak informally,” Lucy admitted. “Let me taste a little of the drink first.”  

Two crystal glasses sat on a tray with a bulbous bottle of dark fluid. Lucy held a glass to the light and admired the prismatic colors.  

“The glasses are a gift from your governor,” Sa Kamizan said. “This wine I brought from my homeland.” He lifted the squat bottle and poured into the glasses. The liquid was an emerald green.  

Lucy sniffed the green liquid gingerly. It smelt sweet and fruity. She took a cautious sip after watching Sa Kamizan taste his drink. It tasted like some strange fruit juice with a pleasant distinctive flavor. She swallowed and began to cough. The liquid burnt her throat.  

Sa Kamizan took her glass until the coughing fit passed. “Is it unpleasant?” he asked.  

“It is stronger than I expected,” she replied.  

He motioned her to follow and led the way onto the balcony. There was a clear view across the town to the field where the spaceship stood. Further away, green hills were visible, leading to a mountain range on the horizon. Lucy sat in the chair on the balcony while the alien fetched another from his office and sat opposite her. Lucy sipped carefully from her glass.  

After a short silence, Sa Kamizan spoke, “I am curious about your field of work. The other evening, you told me you were writing a news report, while Te Suzzaine said that you were a scientist.” 

She smiled. “You don’t believe what I told you? Here is what happened. Initially, only a few scientists were chosen to meet your people. My area of research made it unlikely I would be selected. So, I visited a friend who runs a news service and volunteered to cover the meeting as a scientific correspondent. The odd thing is that when I returned to my lab there was a message asking if I would like to attend as a representative scientist. Perhaps they wanted a token female.  Anyway I refused.”

“You do not wish to be a token female?” 

“They found another easily enough!” she retorted. She tried to change the subject. “This beverage has survived the journey remarkably well,” waving her glass in the air. “How was your long voyage?” 

“It was terrible!” he said with an unusual trace of emotion. 

“Tell me,” she said quietly. 

He took a long drink before saying, “For many years we wondered if other planets existed with more habitable climates. Our astronomers located several planets around distant suns. We planned a spaceship to search those planets. Our planet, Vkani, was desolate and overpopulated, and at first we were perceived as heroes. Later, the resources of the whole planet were drained to build our spaceships. We completed three ships at great expense. We were exiled into the ships. Thus, our voyage began inauspiciously. We hoped it would end better.  

Many, many tedious days followed as we located the stars with planets and eliminated them one by one as uninhabitable. Most of the time, we were in deep sleep between the stars. Each time the waking grew more painful. On the journey we lost two ships.”  

“Two!” Lucy exclaimed in surprise. “How did that happen?” 

“The first case was mysterious. One ship had separated from our small fleet to examine a promising solar system. They started to return, having found nothing useful, when communications ceased unexpectedly. The watchers on duty roused me. We searched for the ship and found it drifting in a huge cloud of yellow dust. I sent someone to check inside the ship. He entered. We lost contact, and he did not reappear. A second volunteer was sent out with the same result. The yellow dust drifted toward our ship. I volunteered to go myself, but was overruled. My people were afraid. They forced me to abandon the other ship. I do not know what happened to the people on that ship.” While he was talking, he had gouged deep tracks in the wood of his chair with his long clawed fingers.  

Lucy sensed his tension and she shuddered. “You were right to leave that ship. The fog was the Yellow Death. The rumor is that no one has ever escaped once the yellow fog surrounds a ship. No one knows what it really is.” Frowning, she muttered, “I think I’ll have nightmares about the yellow fog tonight.” 

“I have them often,” he muttered. He continued in a slightly uneven voice, “The second ship was hit by a stray asteroid, and so badly damaged we had to transfer the survivors to our remaining ship. We were overcrowded and moral was low. The epidemic illness started. The doctors took medical supplies and isolated the sick. Many people died. My ship was half-crippled in a cosmic storm. Finally, we discovered a green planet with near ideal climate. Unfortunately, it was inhabited by strange humanoids with naked skin.” He bared his teeth at her.  

Lucy was not sure if this was an attempt at humor, or his expression of anger at losing two ships and many lives. “At least, we were able to stem your epidemic, and save many of your people.” 

He nodded agreement. “Truly, it would have been difficult for us to establish a viable colony with so few people and half of them ill.” His face had a strained expression.  

Lucy knew he had hoped for a different reality. “You were lucky,” she said soberly, still shocked at the image of the creeping yellow fog.  

He passed a hand through the stiff hairs of his crest. “It is strange. I did not intend to tell you that story.”  

“I had the impression you wanted to talk. It is better to tell someone, and a small human might be better than another Atrapako.”  

“Perhaps,” he said dubiously.  

“Why do you talk to me anyway?” Lucy said.  

He laughed and seemed to relax again. “Your questions are very direct, Dr. Stannis. I like your fearlessness. The others are nervous or afraid of me.”

“I’m not surprised they are nervous,” she retorted. “You have vicious teeth and sharp claws.” 

He curled one set of claws in front of her face and ran them lightly down her arm. It tickled and Lucy grinned. “Oh, you are so mild mannered you wouldn’t dare to lay a hand on me!”  

Sa Kamizan gripped her wrist firmly. “Call your committee and tell them they need another token female scientist. Then, you can see me at the meetings.” 

“I may be a disruptive influence.” Lucy grimaced, she hated restraints. Suddenly, she twisted her wrist against his thumb in a maneuver intended to free her arm. It was a mistake. Her arm slipped free, but she felt claws scrape her skin as Sa Kamizan quickly pulled his hand away. 

She examined her arm. Blood was welling from two shallow punctures. Immediately, she realized most humans would blame Sa Kamizan if the incident were known. She glanced up. He looked wary, waiting for her response with crest lowered. “I hope your nails are clean,” she remarked nonchalantly, while searching through her pockets with the uninjured hand.  

He stared at his hand. Then, he offered her a wad of tissues from a desk drawer. “Let me help you.” He wiped off the blood. “You should be more cautious in future when playing with Atrapako,” he said softly.  

Lucy arched her eyebrows. “I thought that was what you liked about me; the lack of caution. Please don’t try to restrain me.” She noticed the time. “It’s late.  I should go soon. Thanks for the drink and your story, Sa Kamizan.”  

“Come tomorrow, Lucy Stannis,” he suggested.  

On her way home, Lucy pondered the facts she had learned about the Atrapako. Their home planet had a severe climate and limited resources. They had traveled a great distance to find a planet suitable for colonizing. So many aliens were lost on the journey that the survivors were relieved to land on an inhabited planet. Such people were capable of desperate actions. Yet they were behaving reasonably toward their unwelcome hosts. Moreover, they were proud of their logic and lack of emotion. It did not fit together. She felt some important information was missing. A deliberate secret, or a wrong assumption. The most promising aspect was her developing friendship, or at least some kind of relationship, with one of the chief Atrapako.  

Once Lucy reached her house, she composed a summary of the facts. After a short hesitation, she added that she would encourage the companionship of Sa Kamizan Veedak. She activated her secret transmitter, and sent the message to Terra. Lucy felt relieved. Now it was the responsibility of the Space Authority.  

Message from Lucy Stannis to Terran Space Authority. I learned the planet Vkani is inhospitable. Our Atrapako visitors were exiled. They lost two ships on the journey to Eden, one in Yellow fog. I will pursue friendship with my contact Sa Kamizan Veedak. This connection is valuable. He commanded their spaceship. 
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​​5. Committee Meeting and More Lessons
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Next morning, Lucy arrived at her lab in the middle of a discussion about the aliens. The latest medical reports from the doctors had been circulated, and included a detailed description of the aliens’ external physique. The Atrapako did not allow any internal examination. The human scientists were most puzzled about the lack of visible genitals, and the Atrapako refused to talk about many topics, including their mode of reproduction.  

The students were envious when they learned that Lucy had spoken to several aliens and was learning their language. She was able to corroborate most of the physical description in the report. Also, she described the aliens’ belief in their superior logic and lack of emotion. Although, the more she saw of Sa Kamizan, the less she believed he lacked emotions.  

Lucy’s friend and fellow scientist, Dr. Trisha Duran, was shocked to see the scratches on Lucy’s arm. “Be careful, Lucy!” Trisha warned. “They are aliens, and who knows what they really think. It’s dangerous to play with them.”  

“That is exactly what Sa Kamizan said.” Lucy laughed. “He was quite upset by my scratches. Don’t worry! I’ll try to keep clear of his claws in future.” 

In the afternoon, Lucy called the official Committee for Alien Affairs. Unofficially, the committee was analyzing the aliens and their actions with the aim of planning their future on Eden. Lucy was pleased to discover they were expecting her call. A message had arrived from Sa Kamizan claiming her attendance at the meetings. She was impressed by his efficiency. The other committee members couldn’t deny his request at this early stage, and she was promptly enrolled.  

Afterward, Lucy visited the first female representative to ensure there were no bad feelings. Dr. Anne Winter was an older woman with a matronly air. She was happy with the addition to the human committee and did not resent Lucy’s sudden appointment. She described her impressions of the aliens, “They scare me. I think it’s because I can’t read their emotions. Those scales are like a mask over the face.”

“They claim to have no emotions,” Lucy said. “Although, Sa Kamizan said he liked me because I am not afraid of him. Perhaps, I should be more afraid.”  

“Do you like Sa Kamizan?” Anne probed perceptively.  

“I’m not sure,” Lucy replied. “He’s a strange person.  Sometimes, he tries to scare me to analyze my response. Of course, I try to knock him off balance also. Half the time, he seems amused by me. Yet, he wants to see me again.”  

“You will undoubtedly discover more about the aliens than I will,” Anne admitted.  

“I hope so,” said Lucy eagerly. “You will have to be a moderating influence since I am all in favor of more interactions with the Atrapako.”  

The committee met frequently to debate whether to allow the aliens more freedom. Some members had reservations, but the Atrapako had done nothing to warrant a continued seclusion. They always behaved in a reasonable and civilized manner, in spite of their sharp teeth and claws. The humans felt obliged to be open-minded. It should be valuable to collaborate with the aliens. Their avowed logical thinking appeared desirable, if a little inhuman. Eventually, the Committee agreed to allow the Atrapako limited access to the city and unlimited travel with human companions. Lucy wondered if Sa Kamizan would take advantage of this opportunity.  

Later that afternoon, Lucy visited the alien hypnotranslator again. This time, Sa Kamizan left a message saying he was busy and would see her at the same time the next day. Lucy was disappointed. Instead, she persuaded the technicians to give her the third hypnolesson, so her time was not wasted. Lucy felt reluctant to return home afterward, even though she was expecting Roger to come to dinner.  She preferred to study aliens.  

When Lucy returned for her fourth lesson there was a brief message from Sa Kamizan. “I have a short time for you today.” Lucy suspected it was typical of his abrupt style  Of course, she had to seize every opportunity to meet him. So, after the hypnolesson, she climbed the stairs to the alien’s office. This time, Sa Kamizan was occupied in reading papers when she entered.  

“Am I interrupting, Sa Kamizan?” Lucy asked.  

“Yes,” he said, glancing up as she walked in. “Come in and sit down, Dr. Stannis.” 

Lucy chose the chair in front of the desk. She felt at a disadvantage, as if an inquisition were about to take place. 

“Take this,” he said, rolling something green over the desk toward her. “I have been working to obtain more freedom for my people.”  

“We discussed your request at the committee meeting,” Lucy said.  

“Can you tell me the result, Dr. Stannis?”

“Yes, but with qualifications. Of course, my committee only makes a recommendation, not the final decision. I think it will pass.” She picked up the round object. It looked like a fruit with a wrinkled skin. “What is this?”  

“It is edible. Let me show you.” He took the green fruit and split the skin neatly with a claw to reveal a pink center.  

“That would not be easy for me to do,” Lucy remarked as she accepted the soft fruit. It was sweet with a nutty flavor.  

Sa Kamizan took a seat beside her. It looked too small for him, and Lucy had a momentary mental vision of it collapsing under his weight.  

“Are you married, Dr. Stannis?” His question was unexpected. 

Lucy nearly choked on her mouthful of fruit and regained her composure with difficulty. At length she replied cheerfully, “No, I have never married. Are you married?” 

“We do not have such formal arrangements.”

She pressed the point, “Well, do you have an informal relationship, Sa Kamizan?” 

“Not now. I had before the voyage. She chose not to travel with us.” His flat tone made it sound pathetic.  

“I’m sorry,” she said. She recalled Ben, who had remained behind on Terra. Her only true love! He had promised to follow when his studies were complete. Years later, she had learned he had married someone else not long after her ship had left Terra. Lucy still felt betrayed. But, she must never tell Sa Kamizan, since the existence of Terra was a closely guarded secret, with hypnotic blocks on most of Eden’s people.  

He interrupted her thoughts, “Why have you not married?  You are young and attractive.” 

She responded belligerently. “I’m not so young, and how do you know what is attractive to human males?” He opened his mouth, exposing his white teeth in what she assumed was a grin, but said nothing. Lucy was irritated. “More than one man has asked me to marry them. I did not accept. Now, I have an informal relationship.” 

“So you could show me around your planet.” He looked intently at her. 

Lucy was amused. “How does that relate to marriage?” she asked.  

“Your husband might object.”  

“Why? Do you expect to have sexual relations with me?” Lucy said with great daring on broaching a taboo subject. 

The alien appeared to be upset, his crest hairs rose, and he was silent for several minutes. Finally, he said with some emphasis, “We cannot have sex now.”  

Lucy thought his words were ambiguous. Did he mean he could not have sex with her, or his people did not have sex? Unlikely, she thought. He must be lying. But, she dared push no further. Lucy returned to the previous topic. “I’m willing to show you around the countryside. I like to hike in the mountains.” She smiled, while inwardly she rejoiced in his momentary discomposure.  

“Good,” he said, although he still looked uneasy. Soon, he declared that he must continue work and sent her away. They parted with a formal handshake. Lucy thought he must have adopted that habit from the politicians. As usual, she left with some relief. Her meetings with Sa Kamizan often seemed like sparring matches. She enjoyed matching his wits, but felt it would be pleasant to have a friendlier and less demanding relationship with him.  
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​​6. Out of Quarantine 
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All though the week, parties were planned to celebrate the new freedom permitted for the Atrapako. Many humans were eager to meet the aliens. Despite the promised celebrations, Lucy was in low spirits due to a quarrel with Roger. His jealousy had caused her trouble in the past, and his latest idea was ridiculous. He wanted her to choose between his company and that of the aliens. Roger openly distrusted the aliens, perhaps they did not appeal to his aesthetic sense. On the other hand, Lucy was absolutely determined to learn more of the Atrapako. Her scientific curiosity overrode her wavering relationship with Roger. How could she tell him kindly? His persistence had begun to annoy her. He refused to accept her decision and kept following her around.  

Her students were also distracted by the aliens. Fewer than usual handed in their tests on time. When Lucy checked their answers it did nothing to improve her temper.  

At lunch, Lucy went across to the cafeteria at the top of the adjacent building which served the whole science area. She was disconcerted to see a number of Atrapako sitting at the tables as if they always ate there. There was more noise and confusion than usual, although most people were trying to appear unconcerned and even friendly. Lucy would have been amused if Roger had not grabbed her by the arm as soon as she entered the room. He began to press his questions again.  

“Leave me alone, Roger,” she said
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