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CHAPTER 1

THE SENTIENT WORLD Petaybeg, its northern continent blanketed in snow, appeared deceptively
serene. Cold enough to freeze asneezein midair, but peaceful beneath its dark sky, it seemed an easy
target for the troops whose arrival disturbed that peace.

Although they knew that the peoplein the village of Kilcoole were hostile and armed, the Company



Corps soldiersdid not worry unduly about resistance. Their landing was unannounced and they believed
unexpected, so their superiors were confident that the soldiers could smply storm into house after house,
waking the villagers and hauling them from their beds while they were till befuddied by deep.

Instead, the soldiers were the ones who were befuddled as they dammed open unlocked door after
unlocked door to find vacant unheated rooms with ice frosting the inside walls. Wild animals darted down
the street or acrossit but no domestic beasts or human beings remained in the village.

The sergeant in charge of the ground mission regarded the village suspicioudy. “ Fan out and search but
be damned careful,” he ordered. “ These people are hunters. They won't be far and they’ |l be watching
us.” Hereturned to hisflitter, kept running and warm by the driver, and caled the captain on the com.
They’ d hoped the blade of the Petaybean winter would still be afew weeks away but it seemed they
were out of luck. Much of their equipment would be useless now with the extreme cold. “ They’ re gone,
ar”

“I doubt that, Sergeant,” the officer replied. “They must have been warned. Now we' Il have to pursue
them outside the village on their own turf. I’ [l consult High Command. Meanwhile, search the housesand
see what intelligence you can gather. The governor’smansonisalog cabin at the end of the street
nearest theriver. Seize records of any kind, books, computers, storage chips—anything. If they make
grocery listsin this godforsaken hole, | want those too. Governor Shongili has alaboratory west of the
village, according to our sources. Search that in the same manner.”

“Yes, gar.”
“Then you can make a bonfire out of the place.”
“With respect, sir, if we do that we lose the chance to catch them when they try to return home.”

“It' sminus ninety degrees Fahrenheit, Sergeant. If they can’t return home, they’ Il have to show
themsalvesto seek other shelter. Oncethevillageisleveled, we |l search the surrounding villages and see
if they’re hiding there”

“Yes, gr,” the sergeant said.

But as they fanned out to search the houses, snow began faling. It wasn't supposed to be possible for
snow to fal at such extreme temperatures, but thisweird world was alaw unto itself, or so the residents
Seemed to believe.

Asif it wasn't cold enough dready, akilling wind began to drive the falling snow into the soldiers
thermal-masked faces, into the open doorways, scraping huge drifts from the piles on the ground and
flinging them againgt the houses. The sky grew white too, and within moments the sergeant couldn’t see
his own mitten when he put it in front of hisface.

“Take cover,” heydled, and maybe histroops did, but his voice was blown away on thewind.

LESS THAN THREE miles away but nearly ahaf mile underground, the occupants of Kilcoole were
awakening.

Clodagh, the community’ s shanachie—storyteller, wise woman, and native hedl er—was wide-awake,
sitting with her back and handsflat against the cave' s sides, her buttocks and feet flat against the floor.
Sdlf-gppointed disciples of the planet and woul d-be students of Clodagh’ s—Brothers Shale and Granite,
and Sigter Igneous Rock—watched her, trying to fed what she wasfedling.



Y anaba Maddock-Shongili, co-governor of Petaybee and former colonel in the Company Corps,
opened one eye and looked up at Clodagh. She' d been up half the previous night plotting with Marmion
de Revers Algemeine s employees: Captain Johnny Green, the skipper of Marmie' s ship the Piaf; Petula
Chan, Marmi€' s security chief; and Rgy Norman, awell-armed associate of uncertain status. Also
included in their group was helicopter pilot Rick O’ Shay, aformer officer inthe Corps, like Yana, but a
native Petaybean aswell.

When shefindly turned in, the twins and Sean were al deeping near her. Now none of them werethere.

“Where?’ she asked Clodagh and the rock flock, as Petaybee’ s worshipful admirers had been dubbed
by the other inhabitants.

Sean’ ssister Sinead and her partner Aiding had just entered the communion cave from the outer
chamber.

“They'rehere,” Sinead announced tensdly, but Y anaknew she was not referring to her family. The
Company Corps, once more under hostile leadership, had landed with the intention of arresting her and
her family and most of the villagers aswell. Although it was now widely known that a Petaybean adapted
by the planet to its extreme climate could not long survive offworld, the authorities responsible for
Marmion’s arrest—abduction really—intended to take the rest of the Petaybeans to Gwinnet
Incarceration Colony to join their friend.

“When?" Y anaasked.
“A few minutesago.”
“|sthat where Sean went?’

“No, he sgoneto round up your kids. Aiding said they decided to go for an early morning swim to the

Y ana swore an unmotherly oath benesth her bresth. Her children’s selkie seal Sdewasagrest trid to her
and, with increasing frequency, a source of not just worry, but of anxiety that bordered on terror for their
safety. She had thought the planet was giving her agift when it hedled the cause of her infertility and
alowed her to have the twins when she waswell into her forties. Obvioudy she had offended it in some
way for it to have afflicted her with such an unruly lot of semiwild animalsfor progeny. Ther father, much
as sheloved him, was often no better. And now they had dl broken cover and were out therein harm’s
way in places where she could not hopeto follow.

Clodagh said, “ Sean will befine, Yana. Coaxtl and Nanook went with him to guard him if he comesto
shore”

“And thekids?’ Y anahated to ask.
“Gone,” Clodagh said. “Sean didn’t reech themintime.”
“Gone?Youmean...?’

“I mean gone. The children have left the planet.”

THE DEEP SEA OTTERS city-ship ascended into the sky from the depths of the Petaybean sea.
Though the vessdl’ s departure for space seemed more controlled than the previous ones, which had



displaced the waters to catastrophic effect, its upward spin still created avortex in the seabed from which
it rose. St dropsfel from theinvisble force field that formed its hull, showering down on the furry round
faces of the sea otters and the deek brown heads of the river otters watching it rise.

In sedl form, Murdl and Ronan watched first the otters, then the sea, and findly Petaybee grow smdler as
the city-vessel |eft Petaybee' s space.

The twins watched from the dome in the sursurvu, through which Kushtaka had once monitored the sea
lifearound her city. Kushtakawas the leader of the occupants of the city-ship, a colony of an ancient
race of nonhuman shape shifters best known to their fellow sea creatures as deep sea otters. The view
from the sursurvu—a network of surveillance devices deployed by the diensin the vicinity of ther
ship—was more impressve than that from the viewscreen of the regular spaceshipsin which thetwins
had previoudy traveled. From the chamber’ s dome they could watch the faint lightening of the sky as
they climbed higher into it. Somewhere below them in the black sea, icebergs ill churned round and
round in the whirlpool crested by the wake of the city-vessel’s spin.

They saw Petaybee asthey had never seen it before in those few brief moments before they |eft the
amosphere and entered space. The volcano’ s red-hot lavawas visible even from very high up, and more
surprising, they saw severd other bulging domes thrusting out of the water to the south and east to form a
ridge beyond the origind volcanic cone. Their entire northern continent was pure white, but the southern
one had not yet had itsfirst snow.

Oncethey werein space, it was much like being inside the city underwater, except that the vastness was
far greater, deeper, and seemingly uninhabited. Being aboard the city-vessd wasdso alot likebeingin
another sort of spaceship, except for the dl-encompassing view afforded by the transparency of the
shidd.

A bit unsettling, that, Ronan remarked in histhoughtsto his sster, hiseyeswidening as hetried to twist
histhick furry neck to take in the scenery.

Sky, thetwins' otter friend, ran from one side of the domed sursurvu chamber to the other until he finaly
flopped down between hisfriends’ flippersand said in arather sad voice, Otters who are not me and
not deep sea are gone now.

Murd nuzzled him with her nose. You could have stayed behind, Sky.
Xy otters go whereriver seals go, hetold her.

As Petaybee seemed to shrink with distance, Murel and Ronan continued to watch, while Sky curled up
for anap. Thetwins thoughts spun asthe vessdl had when rising. They were not yet deven yearsold and
thiswastheir third journey into space on behaf of their family and their world. This one promised to
make the other two trips seem like—wedll, child’ s play. Explanations about why they had to be the ones
to go were unnecessary thistime. Even the river and sea otters, who normally cared only about
swimming, diding, and catching fish, had sensed the urgency of their need and sent messengersto the
chilly waters of Perfect Fjord to summon the creatures they considered to be large otterly cousins.

Kushtaka' s species had lived on Petaybee when it flourished the first time, before the Company Corps
terraforming that had made the planet barely habitable for thetwins paterna ancestors. Like the humans,
the deep sea otters were origindly immigrants from another world, and like Ronan and Murd, they could
assume another shape—one vaguely squidlike, which the twins couldn’t help thinking of as“dien.” Their
city was also designed as a sea- and spacefaring vessal. Once the twins had explained their urgent need
for transport, since no other spaceworthy vessels were |eft on Petaybee, the aliens agreed to take them
to Versailles Sation, Marmion’s home base. Once there, they hoped to alert Marmi€' s powerful friends



to her illegal arrest, so the important people could make the company release her. After dl, Marmie was
on the company’ s board and had alarge financia interest init. She was aso an influentid member of the
Federation Council.

Thetwinsknew that her arrest had been bogus, the result of her crossing a Corps colond while rescuing
Ke-ola s people and their aumakuas—or totem animal s—the seaturtles and sharks. The colondl had
done nothing to help the Kanakas while their colony was bombarded by meteors, and then accused
Marmiein particular and Petaybeein generd of kidnapping company employees and livestock and had
hisfriends arrest her. If everyone ese hadn’t been busy with emergencies at sea, they might have been
ableto prevent it. But asit was, an open com link had aerted Mum—who was co-governor of
Petaybee—and the village that after confiscating the Piaf, the company intended to send more troopsto
take Ke-olaand his people back and arrest Mum and Da and the villagers of KilcooleasMarmi€'s
accomplices.

Thetwins couldn’t believeit when they first heard, but listening to the adults talk, they redlized thet there
was moreto internal Company Corps and Federation politics than they had ever wished to know. Mum
sad it was aways a struggle to keep the most grasping, greedy, and inhumane interests from taking
control. She had obeyed plenty of orders she didn’t like while in the Corps, but now that she no longer
worked for the company, she wasn't about to tamely accept outrageoudy high-handed tactics that flew in
the face of previous Federation edicts regarding Petaybee and her people.

The thing was, once adults—including Mum—had been fully adapted by Petaybeeto the planet’s
extremes, there was no leaving. Da had explained that compl ete adaptation to Petaybee’ s extreme cold
involved actua physiologica changesthat made it impossible for assmilated Petaybeansto survive a
spacejourney. To arrest a Petaybean adult—even one not born on the planet—and take him away from
the planet was to sentence him to death. None of them, particularly Mum, intended to go tamely.

| hope we' re doing the right thing, Murd thought to Ronan. | was so wishing that this time maybe
we could let the grown-ups take care of things, like they said, and stay hidden with the family and
the rest of the village.

Mum didn’t leave us much choice, Ronan told her. | am no more ready for another trip than you
are. But if she and Johnny and Pet start a guerrilla war against the entire Company Corps and try
to hijack their ship so Johnny, Pet, and Raj can get someone sensible to stick up for Marmie and
for us, they could all be killed. Johnny and Pet are good, and that Raj guy iswell armed, but
hijacking a company ship? And then what happens to Mum if they succeed? Does she think the
soldiers aren’t going to notice their ship is gone and look around a little? She’s bound to get
caught and sent away. They might even be able to use drugs or something to make her tell where
the others are hiding.

Mum? Not likely! Mure replied, but she wiggled her whiskers back and forth, perplexed. But they
can’'t hide in the caves forever. Too many folk know about them now, and those who'’ ve failed
Petaybee’ s entrance exam are not the sort who' d mind telling. Sooner or later they' Il find our
people and take what they think is their chance to be rid of us. But even if they weren't trying to
arrest ustoo, we can't let the PTBslock Marmie up in some horrible place. Da says she made a
lot of the PTBs mad at her for championing us and Petaybee’ s cause, but she still has lots more
friends who wouldn’t let anybody touch her if they knew she was in trouble.

Yeah, Ronan agreed, understanding PTBs as shorthand for powers that be. And you can bet once she's
free, her friends who are the good PTBs will make the rest of the company back off from trying to
arrest everybody else on Petaybee too.



Too right, Murel said. | remember the lessons we had about the Federation Justice System, and the
accusation and arrest both stink wor se than week-old dead fish.

When at last they could no longer see Petaybee, even as abright spot in the sky, they began to explore
the city abit, keeping an eye out for Kushtaka, her daughter Tikka, and Ronan’s new friends, Mrakaand
Puk. They swam in and out of the various rooms either through the door holes or by dissolving thewalls.
The colored lightsin the city’ s towers spiraled and spun up and down.

CHAPTER 2

TIKKA FOUND THEM. Though shewas not as friendly with Murel and Ronan as she had been before
the sharkskilled her brother Jed, Sky was till very much in her favor, and the two otters departed for
the diding areas that were built into the city.

Kushtaka s people were much like regular otters and sealsin that they ate when they were hungry, not a
fixed mealtimes. The fishing beam the twins had seen Mraka and Puk operate gathered many fish before
thejourney. Murd didn’t know where the fish were stored, but they were dmost astasty as fresh caught.
There were chutesin many places throughout the city where the otters could summon a snack, as Ronan
and Murel had seen severa of them do.

But dthough anyone wasfreeto edt at any time, thetwins hosts seemed to prefer to dine with convivid
company.

First Mraka and Puk, then Kushtaka and afew friends, and finally Tikka and Sky, gathered together
while Mraka operated the chute.

During a previous encounter with the two fishers, Ronan had taught them to baance fish on their noses
and to juggle them. Now Mraka flung afish to Puk, who caught it and quickly tossed it so Ronan caught
it on hisnose. The three of them juggled more and more fish, gathering a crowd that seemed to have
nothing better to do than watch a couple of big otters and afrivolous sedl play with their food. Sky ran
from oneto the other, wanting to catch afish for himsef, but he couldn’t leap as high asthe jugglers
could throw. Finally, Murd had had enough and joined in the juggling circle to show them how it was
really supposed to be done.

Every third catch, she threw afish to one of the other onlookers so that the meal was being served rather
than wasted.

Therewas no night or day in the flying city either, but the twinsin sed form weren't especidly disoriented
by that. Piaf and Versailles Sation both had waking and deeping watches during which individua
quarters or sections could be darkened or brightened to simulate dirtside conditions. However, deep
undersaait was al much the same. Thetwins had learned that in sedl form their eyesight, including night
vison, was exceptionally good, besides which they had sonar. The city’ slights were bright enough to see
everything they needed to, and if they wanted to deep, they had only to go into any of the rooms. The
city had far more rooms than it had citizens, so although some of the deep sea otters preferred certain
rooms, or dens, as Sky said, many just ducked into the hole nearest wherever they happened to stop
when they weretired.

Mogt of thetwins hosts had specific duties. Some were particularly skilled at a particular function of the
city, but dl at least took turns doing most tasks.

Thetwins observed their hostsin severa of the jobs but were never invited to help. They had tried asking



tons of questions, but finally Kushtaka had asked them not to, because they were interfering with the
work. Murel told her that they only wanted to know about the jobs in case they could help, but Kushtaka
pointed out that as sedls, they would find working many of the controls difficult, if not impossible.

When Murd and Ronan firgt arrived in the city, they were surprised to find that they did not change into
human form. Kushtaka had explained that it was due to the extreme density of the air in the city-ship.
Both the dien “otters’ and the twins could bresthe it aswell asswiminit: athough it contained enough
oxygen to sustain them, it was “wet” enough that the twinsretained their seal form whilewithinthecity’s
bubble and did not change as they normally did when out of the water. They didn’t fully understand her
explanation, but aslong as the unusual atimosphere kept them alive, that was dl that counted. However,
not being able to help out was rather dull, so after the novelty of living as sealsin abubble in space wore
off, thetwins dept alot, unlesstheir particular friends among the dien crew were available.

The degp seaotters city-ship must have been much faster than the Piaf, because it seemed to take them
far lesstimeto reach Versailles Sation than when they’ d traveled with Marmie on her ship.

The station looked just asit had when they’ d first arrived. Like the deep seaotters' vessd, it had lights,
but ingtead of swirling in spirds, they were gridded and symmetrica. They knew thetop level was
Marmi€ smain home, with its comfortable mansion, adjustable climate, and the artificid river and pool
she had ingtalled just for them. It was hard to imagine going back there and seeing the place without
Marmie, Pet, or Johnny.

How are we going to dock? Murel asked.

We can't dock in a dry place, Mrakatold her. But our hunting device is actually a modified
transport beam. We have reconfigured it to performits original function, so it can insert you into
the station once the hatch is open.

If we can get them to open the docking bay, Ronan said. One thing that made thiswhole misson so
awkward was that the city-vessel wastruly alien in agaaxy whose people and technology al reflected
post-Terran human colonization. The deep seadiens couldn’t communicate with regular humans, and had
no devicesthat would alow the twinsto do so ether.

They are your species, are they not? Kushtaka said. Can you not speak to their minds and tell them
you need access?

We don’t do mind control, Murd said indignantly. We only use telepathy to talk to other creatures
when we're in seal form.

You are now in seal form and they are certainly other creatures, Kushtaka pointed out. | see no
problem.

We haven't tried to use telepathy with other humans except Da and sometimes Mum, Ronan told
her. Usually we just talk to them. | supposeit’sworth atry, isn'tit, sis? If you and me and Sky
and maybe even Kushtaka’ s people focus on the idea of the hatch opening, maybe someone will
decideit’ stime for routine maintenance.

Kushtaka s people weren't interested, however, and weren't sure what was being asked of them. Ronan
and Murd tried to concentrate, but it gave them abit of a headache to try so hard to send to some
unknown person over what was still a considerable distance, through the city’ sforce field and the space
gation’shull.

Sky sat on hishind legs, shifting his upper body from side to side as he peered at the closed hatch,



watching it closaly to make sureit didn’t open without him seeing it do so.
| hope nobody sees us and decides we' re hostile and fires on us, Murd said.

| don’t think they have any long-range weapons on the station, Ronan told her. If they do, nobody
mentioned it. And if they send a shuttle out to investigate, we may be able to use telepathy on
whoever is aboard.

Or wave at the robot cameras in a friendly fashion at least, Murd said, flapping her flipper up and
down. Yoohoo, we're sentient seals lost in space and could use a lift, thanks ever so much. | don’t
see how we' re to manage this one.

You need not concern yourselves over that, Kushtakatold them. We have been cloaked since we
first approached. Unfortunately, this does make it difficult to convey to the space station that we
require themto open their shell so we can deliver you. Perhaps if we could take you somewhere
that had a sea like our own? We cannot linger here long.

Alert! The otter in the sursurvu announced to the city at large, All personnel return to your duty
stations. Another vessel approaches.

IT PROVED TO bealargeluxury liner, and it sailed right past the hovering home of the deep sea otters.

They could not intercept the communications between the new ship and the space station, but as soon as
the ship was in position to dock, the hatch opened to admit it. The city-vessel followed right on theliner’s
tail, ready to insert the twins and Sky into the hatch with the whirlpool hunting/transport beam.

Couldn’t you just zip past the other ship and enter ahead of it? Murel asked nervoudy. The idea of
riding the beam seemingly unprotected through open space darmed her.

There are several reasons why we cannot, Kushtakatold her. We would have to accelerate in order
to pass the ship but would have insufficient time and space to decelerate for a safe landing. Even
if that were not a problem, there is the difficulty that the ship might ram us or land on top of us,
though we would have to decloak when we land. But last and most important, if we go inside the
station with the large ship behind us, we will be trapped there. The beam is the only way we can
effect your entry.

But how can it work? Murel wondered. With no gravity or suits or anything? Won't the water
freeze in space?

The beamwas originally designed for space, aswe told you, sister seal, Puk assured her. Our
people use it all the time—or that’s what the stories say, at least.

You do understand we'll dieif it doesn’t work? Ronan asked. | wouldn't like to be the main late
lamented character in the story you tell later about how it didn’t work after all.

It isa dide, Sky told him, hisdeek body quivering with anticipation. Sides always work.

We have to try, Murel decided. We can’t come this far and then give up because we are too scared.
Marmie may not be scared, but | bet the little kids from Halau are.

Too bad Kushtaka doesn’t have a normal com system here that people could under stand, Ronan
said. We could just hail the station, tell them what’ s happened, and go home.



Asthey spoke, they were positioning themselves close to the pool of what |ooked like ordinary water.
That was where the beam would start once Mraka and Puk activated it.

The new ship is entering now, Kushtakatold them. Thisis the proper time. Mraka, Puk, now!

The pool emptied into aswirling light-filled column that snaked past the hull of the other ship and into the
gtation’ s docking bay. It looked extremely insubstantial.

Count to three, Murd said.

You going first or shall I? Ronan asked.

Ready, set, go! the twins said together, and jumped into the beam after him.

It had its own gravity and its own temperature control, and was overal amuch more complex instrument
than the tame whirlpool it seemed back on Petaybee. 1t supported them until they did onto the deck, wet
from the beam, bumping up againgt Sky, who had did to a stop next to an aready docked shuttle.

In the center of the bay, only one technician saw them asthey flopped across the floor on flippers and
belly to cover, where they could changeinto their dry suits.

He blinked once, then was called to task by a coworker and returned his attention to helping the big ship
dock.

Peering around the docked shuttle, Murel saw Sky watching the big ship get berthed. Once morethe
little otter stood on his hind legs and did his cute back and forth examination of the people who had findly
cometo look at the adorable otter. He kept saying “Hah! Hah!”

That was when the twins decided to run out into the bay yelling, “ Sky! Thereheisl Bad otter, Sky,
running away from uslikethat.”

“Y ou kids need to get yourselves and your animal out of here,” the bay chief told them, striding up. “This
isno playground.”

“We know that, sir. Sorry, gr.”
“They got the otter, Sir, but what about the sedls?’ the technician who had seen them asked.
“What sedls?’ hisboss demanded. “Thisis Versailles Sation, Conrad. Not SeaWorld. Get agrip.”

The chief walked away shaking his head over the way some people let their kids run wild, but Conrad
watched Ronan and Murd suspicioudy as Sky hopped onto Murd’ s shoulder and they headed for the
nearest com room to carry out their mission, rushing too fast to note the designation of the new ship or to
seethefirst of the company brass disembark.

CHAPTER 3

BY THE TIME the Piaf docked at Gwinnet Incarceration Colony, the ship’s cat, Zuzu, and her
mistress, Adrienne, had abandoned their attempts to have the cat act as morae officer for the Kanaka
children trapped aboard the liner when the Company Corpsimpounded it.



Zuzu liked the children and did not like to hear them cry, but she wanted to cry too, seeing the soldiers
heavy boots stomp past and hearing them bark orders at her friends. She spent much of her time huddled
beneath whatever bunk or chair Adrienne chose.

When the ship docked and the soldiers clamped restraints on Adrienne’ s hands and shackles on her feet
before leading her and the other crew members away, Zuzu stayed huddled. A long time had passed
without anyone returning before she crept out and dunk from one cabin to the next trying to find someone
she knew.

Only the lounge seemed to be occupied. The children were there, but they were strangely quiet, where
only afew minutes ago Zuzu had heard them screaming and crying for their mothers. None of the
mothers were there, though three femae soldiers sood among the small quiet bodiesthat lay on the
bedding in the middle of thelounge, dl breething, Zuzu noticed, adl apparently deeping.

Zuzu dunk around the wall and the corner of the huge tank that had been used to hold first the seaturtles
and then the sharks from Halau, where her crew had a so rescued the children and their families. It wasa
good hiding place. She could watch without being seen, and felt safe enough to grab a quick nap before
she heard the tramp of boots once morein the Piaf ’s corridors.

Where was the crew? Adrienne, Steve, Madame, no one was returning? Only the soldiers? Zuzu wanted
to cry. She had been with Adrienne since she was atiny kitten. Adrienne loved, fed, and protected her.
All of the crew were her friends, but Adrienne was her specia friend, the closest to amother she
remembered. Like the children in the lounge, Zuzu was suddenly orphaned.

The Piaf had been her home most of her life too, but she could not stay here while the soldiersranit.
Many of them smelled bad, spoke loudly and angrily, and ssomped around so much she was glad she
didn’'t have along flowing tail, like some cats.

Her tail wasatidy curl atop her rump, the legacy of ancestors who were Japanese bobtail cats, avery
superior and eevated sort of feline. She had never met one, but Adrienne told her about them and
assured her that herswas a distinguished lineage.

A little dark woman came aboard with the soldiers and marched from child to child, ingpecting each one.
Then, with something in her voice that sounded like Zuzu felt when the food in her dish was not her
favorite flavor, the woman said, “ The transport is ready for these children. They may al go to theidand.”

“Mamal” akit barely old enough to say the word screamed, and hauled at the little dark woman's
trouserswith hisgrubby fist.

“Bedill, child,” thewoman said. “Y our mamais not coming back to the ship. If you want to see her
again, you must follow the nice corporal and do exactly as she says. She will take you on anicerideto
somewhere that you can play while you wait.”

The femde soldierslined the children up and herded them out of the lounge. Thistime Zuzu followed,
dinking, crouching, hiding behind things and under things until the last child and then the little dark woman
were leaving the ship. Taking her lifein her own paws, Zuzu whispered out behind them. She did not
follow the children to the waiting flitter, however. It would not be going where their motherswere, and so
it would not go where Adrienne and the crew were. She did not like the little dark woman, but the
woman seemed to know things. She strode toward a building with two tiers of lights from the portholes
and agreat many more lights strobing the ground between the building and a high fence.

At agate, the small dark woman showed atag she wore around her neck to the guard, and he opened
the gate, not noticing anything so smal and stedlthy as a brown-and-gray mottled cat who dipped in at



ground level on the hedls of the woman. “Welcometo Gwinnet, Dr. Mabo,” he said politdly.

WHEN AISLING TOLD him that she had seen hiskids swimming out into the river, Sean Shongili
swam asfast asased possibly could, but he was not fast enough. The kids had a substantial head start
on him, hours since the time Aiding had seen them and Sean awoke to notice that they were gone. It was
along swim out to the coast, and though he called them repeatedly, he received no answer.

An hour or so0 before he reached the coast, he was suddenly pushed back by a high tide of salt water. He
felt the alarm of other seacreaturesin the vicinity, aswell as Nanook and Coaxtl. Surfacing, he saw the
cats, colored lights washing over their fur, lift their whiskered faces to watch the city-vessel of thedien
otters spinning upward, brightly lit, into the still-dark sky.

He did not need to ask anyone whether Ronan and Murd were on board the departing vessel. He knew
they were, even though he had vetoed the ideawhen they brought it up. When they returned, hewould
have a serious talk with them. Just because they had been sent on one mission on behdf of the planet
didn’'t mean they wereto rush off and try to solve every difficulty that arose without consulting their
parents, particularly when their plan of action had aready been disapproved.

Sean continued on to the coadt, thistime swimming in mid-channel, keeping in sght of Nanook and
Coaxtl. Once there, hefound Sky’ s otter relatives and learned the details of the Stuation that hisintuition
had aready outlined. At Sky’ s request, the sea otters had gone to the deep sea otter den and asked them
to comefor the twins, who had enlisted the help of Petaybee' s long-established but newly discovered
resdents.

Why did the deep sea otters go along with it? Sean asked. Our family has already caused them
quite a lot of bother, the children particularly so.

For home, the otters said. River seal children went for home. Deep sea otters went for home too.

Naturally, Sean replied, wondering why he’ d been so dense. He still wasn't thinking of Petaybee's
oldest residents as having the same connection with the world that the others did, but they would,
wouldn't they?

He turned and swam back upriver. There was nothing €l se to do about the kids now, except tell Y ana,
and he felt somehow she would aready know by the time he returned.

Halfway back to the cave, he saw the company troop ship preparing to land. That was quick, but then
this whole anti-Petaybean operation, including Marmion’ s arrest, was actudly a politica maneuver and
quiteillegd. They would want to achieve their objectives quickly before their actions could be
discovered, questioned, or countermanded. The people of Kilcoole were hidden and had afurther
escape route through the caves if need be. Folk in the more remote villages would not be so well
prepared. Electronic communications could be intercepted, with the ship having landed. When the PTBs
didn’t find the people they were seeking, they would not be above seeking other peopleto use as
hostages.

An underground river system had guided him to outlying areasin the past. One entrance to it opened
nearby.

Go to Clodagh, hetold the cats. Let no one follow you or see you enter the caves. Tell Clodagh |
am going to warn the other villages that the troops have landed. No one else need go overland
and risk themselves.



You hide best of all men, Nanook agreed.

They would not leave him yet, however, and paced beside him as he swam upriver another hour and a
half to the entrance to the cave. When he stuck his head out of the water long enough to say good-bye,
Nanook was crouched on the bank asif ready to fish him out. Coaxtl sat on her haunches, looking up at
asky newly whitewith faling snow.

“The home hidesus,” the snow leopard told him.

MARMION HAD SEEN only the presentable parts of the Gwinnet facility in the past. To the surprise of
her escort, she had neverthel ess been able to ask questions and make recommendations to better the
lives of the soulsincarcerated there. What only avery few trusted friends knew was that Marmion was
not the stranger to prison they imagined.

Although her name was a venerable one, her father and mother had supported the wrong candidatesin
one of their world’'s many violent and bitter political feuds. Her parents' candidate had been murdered
and al of hissupporterskilled, tortured, or imprisoned and their lands confiscated. The women's section
of Nouveau Badtille Moonbase had figured in some of Marmion’s earliest memories. She had lived there
with her mother until she was seven years old. One day, aguard brought aman in the uniform of afleet
commander and hiswife to her mother’ s cdll. This couple could not have children of their own, so they
proposed to take Marmie from the prison and raise her astheir daughter, since her own parents had
proved to have such poor judgment that they could no longer provide adecent lifefor her.

Just like that, Marmion was taken from her mother. And though her mother cried and protested bitterly,
she aso told her daughter to be on her best behavior, do as shewastold, and try to use the advantages
that had been put in her path.

Although her heart ached for her mother’ s embraces, and even for the kind of often-coarse attentions of
the progtitutes, thieves, and murderersin adjacent cells, Marmion found it easy to give the appearance at
least of being agood girl. Pere Jean, the commander, was usualy on duty, and when he was home,
showed little interest in the daughter he had adopted largely to please hiswife, Dominique LeClerc.

Maman Dominique, as she wished to be called, at first liked to take her pretty little girl shopping and
show her off at parties other wives gavefor their children. The other mothers, however, were not
deceived about Marmi€' s origins, and some of the children were beastly enough to warrant afew of the
self-defense moves her former cell mates had taught her. The party invitations stopped. After awhile
Maman Dominique began shopping aone, and the whispers among the servants were that what she was
shopping for could not be purchased in the shops but certainly improved her temperament.

Once the novelty of her presence had worn off, then, Marmi€' s care and education were provided by
paid servants and employees. The girl found them easy to manipulate, and she was mostly ableto do as
she pleased.

Then one day, when she was not yet thirteen years old, that world changed for her too. Pere Jean came
home after ayear in space and saw not adaughter, but a blossoming young woman. He made a point of
asking Marmieto do something with him aone—something intimate—but the girl’ stime in prison among
worldly women had made her wiser than her years or her wide, innocent eyesindicated. She told Maman
Dominique about Pére Jean’ s request. Maman Dominique went to speak to her husband hersdlf, and
when she returned, the couple had agpparently decided it wastime for Marmie to be sent to boarding
school.



There, exercising the charm and charismathat came from her genuine interest in the people around her,
she made many new friends and forged dliances that she cherished till.

While living with her adoptive parents, she had tried to bribe servants and tradespeopl e to take messages
to her redl parents and perhaps get someword of them in return, but the political coup and its bloody
aftermath were too fresh in everyone' s minds. Once away from her second home, however, Marmie
quickly found the connections she needed to let her mother and father know where she wasand to tell
them that she waswell and had not forgotten about them. She eagerly awaited the first response from her
messenger, but it was asad one. Though her father il lived, her mother had died shortly after Marmion
had been adopted.

For the first time since she left the prison, Marmie wept. Then, after awhile, she set her grief asidein
order to try to liberate her father. To that end, she strengthened her network with the prison, and intime
was able to arrange to exchange messages with him almost weekly.

When her classmate Maddaine Algemeine invited her home for the holidays and Marmion met her
handsome brother, Marmi€’ s soon-to-be beloved Gabrid, her life changed drastically once more.
Gabrid was heir to the Algemeine fortune, had inherited their business acumen, had a pragmatic attitude
toward palitics, and had many influentia friends. On the other hand, he was enough of an idedlist to find
her tainted origins romantic, and made a persona quest of helping her free her father. Meanwhile he used
family connectionsto buy the de Reversfamily properties, and on their wedding day, with Marmion's
frail father thereto give her away, presented her with the family lands as awedding present. Pére Jean
was in space at the time, but Maman Dominique was invited, at her red father’ s suggestion, to serve as
mother of the bride.

Marmi€' s protests that she did not wish to be didoyal were dismissed by her father. “Y ou and | know
who your mother was,” hetold her.

“But when they took me, it broke her heart,” Marmie said. “ She did not survive long afterward.”

“Perhaps, but your mother would have seen your adoption as your only hope to grow up in freedom and
with some privilege. We both hated for you to be taken by strangers who were our enemies, but you
have not fared badly. From al that you’ ve told me, Madame LeClerc saw that you were cared for and
when the time came, protected you in such away that it led to your marriage to Gabrid. For thisshe
deserves our thanks and respect.” When Marmion gtill looked doubtful, her father smiled awry
broken-toothed smile. “ Also, ma chérie, one must consider that although your good fiancé has freed me,
| am till not a popular man with our leaders, and must depend upon the goodwill of my adversariesto
remain dive and free to see my grandchildren.”

And so Dominique LeClerc and Marmion’s beloved father presided at her wedding. Maddlaine
Algemeine was the maid of honor; other classmates were bridesmaids. And the LeClerc servantsand
employeeswere dl invited to the wedding feast. Also present, though less conspicuoudy, were the
contacts, go-betweens, and messengers, including two prison guards, whom Marmie and Gabriel had
used to free her father.

Oddly enough, her father and Gabriel’ s passed away within weeks of each other, leaving Gabrid asthe
head of hisfamily and its business concerns. Madelaine married his closest friend, who entered into the
Algemeine family busnessaswell.

With her respectability assured, Marmion often returned with baskets of food, toiletries, and books for
the prisonersin both the men’s and women' s sections of the Bastille. She was careful to aways bring
smilar daintiesfor the guards and prison employees, and asked after their hedth and their families. This



was not because, as she let the prisoners old enough to remember her know, she was grateful for the
care given her asachild, but so they would permit the prisonersto keep and use her gifts. Many of these
people were no more crimind than her parents, and had in fact been friends and comrades of her
parents, but were not fortunate enough to have someone to seeto their release.

Oh, yes, shewas familiar with prisons, with guards and matrons and inmates alike, but once her own

bus ness acumen and the enterprises she had inherited from her husband made her wedthier than anyone
hed ever imagined possible, those who spoke of her origins mentioned only the origina luster of the de
Revers name. She thought it unnecessary to disillusion them about the less-than-glamorous aspects of her

past.

So, dthough Marmion dreaded going back into captivity, she did not experience the fear or the
humiliation Colonel Zachariah Caly no doubt hoped she would. Her main concern was for her crew and

passengers.

When they arrived at what was euphemisticaly referred to as the reception area of the prison, they were
separated by gender, but the initial order wasthe same. “ Shave’em, strip’ em, hose’em down, and suit
ia.n up.”

The Kanakawomen accepted this mistreatment stoicaly, their misery showing only in their eyes, but
some of Marmion’ swomen crew memberstried to fight. “ Tell them to cooperate,” Marmion whispered
to Adrienne. “ Accept it astheloca style. The shave seems brutd now, but it’ sthat or involuntary
dreadlocks and licelater. Don't fight, no matter what. Y ou cannot win, and they will do you redl damage
if youress.”

“Shut up, you,” the nearest guard said, yanking Marmion’s head back by her flowing curls. “You'reno
different than the rest of these dutsto usand you don’t give orders here.” She shoved her toward one of
the chairs surrounded by piles of hair. “Take aload off, queenie.”

But a stern voice contradicted her. “Not her, not yet. Put her in uniform and give her one of our VIP
suites. Make sure she doesn't hurt hersdlf.”

They led her down claustrophobic corridors between cold cdl blocksto atiny bare room with ahard
dab for abed and bench and a stinking hole in the floor to drain waste. The door had no bars, just adot
for food at the bottom. She was sure there would be cameras hidden somewhere in the celling or the
door and that the door would have a one-way panel through which they could observe her without her
being able to see them.

Asthe door closed and locked behind her, she heard other cell doors clanging shut.

CHAPTER 4

RONAN, MUREL, AND Sky cleared the bay and burst into the port master’ s office. The port master,
awhippetlike woman with asilver buzz cut, scood staring out into the bay and spun around to face the
interlopers.

“What are you kids doing here?’
They didn’t know her, but her name tag said, CHIEF C. BROWN.

“We cametowarnyou,” Murd told her. “Marmie—Madame—has been arrested and taken to Gwinnet
Incarceration Colony by some corrupt Company Corpsmen. We need help getting word to her friends



and dlies so they can get her released.”
“Why did they send kidsto tell us? The Piaf—"

“They confiscated the Piaf and al of the crew and passengers,” Ronan told her. “They may be headed
here—"

The woman returned her attention to the docking bay, shaking her head. “Nope. You'realittlelate. They
just arived.”

The twinsfollowed her gaze. The big ship’s hatch had opened and triple files of Company Corpsmen
marched double-time over the gangplank down the bay, heading straight for them.

Come on, Mur, we gotta get out of here, Ronan said, pushing through the office’ sinterior hatch.
Where to? Murel asked as they raced down the long corridor.

Marmie's house.

That’ sthefirst place they'll go! she protested.

| don’t think so. Not with her in custody already. They’'ll be too busy taking over everything else.
Meanwhile maybe we can use her com system to get word out about her arrest.

But they’'ll take over the com systems first, she argued.

They found thefirst lift that scaled all levels of the station and took it up to Marmi€'s penthouse. The
weather was set on fine—a nice spring day. The house was open, being run by Marmi€e' s housekeepers
in her absence.

“Sainté, Mrs. Fogarty,” Ronan called as they raced for the com room.

“You'reback!” the housekeeper said. “No one told me you were coming. And me without dinner for
hersdf!” She followed them to the com room, where Murd sat at the keyboard composing a message to
send to Marmi€ sentirelist of contacts. There was no time now to sort out who waswho. “You're
tracking water al over my floorsagain, and what is that anima with you, abig rat?’

Ronan said, “No, Mrs. Fogarty. He s an otter.”
“Firgt sed's, now an otter. This placeisturning into an aquarium.”

“Never mind about that, Mrs. Fogarty. Soldiers are on their way, probably to impound the station and
aresusal.”

“Why?1’ve done nothing wrong.”

“They’vetaken Marmie and are confiscating al of her stuff, arresting her staff as accomplices,” Ronan
told her.

Bollocks! Murdl swore, and turned around with tears of frustration in her eyes.
No luck? Ronan asked her.
| don't think so. Just as | hit Send, the system shut down.

The com screen came on and auniformed man said in adeep gruff voice, “Attention al personne of the



gpace Station designated as Versailles. This property isunder an impound and seizure order according to
gtatute 68795-Zed and dl personne are subject to questioning regarding the aleged crimina activities of
the owner.”

“That's preposterous!” Mrs. Fogarty exclaimed. “They can’'t do that! That' s piracy, that is.”
“’Fraid they can, missus,” Ronan said. “Look!”

The surveillance screens showed threeflitters landing in the east garden. An improbable number of armed
troops poured from each and fell in behind the last passenger, who wore the officia robes of a
Federation Councilman.

“That'sjust wrong,” Mrs. Fogarty said, pointing to the councilman. “ They don't dress up like the Grim
Reaper unlessthey’re presiding in court or some such officid function. It'smysalf should know, since
there’smany the time I’ ve done up Madame' s robes before and after she' d need of them.”

Thetwinsdidn't answer. “Please don't tell them we' re here, missus,” Murel said insteed. “ They're after
ustoo. We haveto hide.”

“What | haveto tell them isnothing they’ Il be happy to hear,” Mrs. Fogarty said with agrim set to her
lips. “Excuse me. I’ ve abrand-new broom around here somewhere that | bought before Madame
installed the central vacuum to spare me back. | fedl the need of it now.”

Ronan and Murel were aready dashing for the nearest access to the pool, Sky running circles around
them. It wasn't actually apool. Marmie had built it specificaly for them, fashioned asasort of artificia
river that ran under the house and out around the grounds, among garden fountains and small ponds,
before looping back insde again to form alovely stream insde the great room. They felt they could hide
there.

What if they catch usin seal form and make us change? Murel asked.

Why would they do that? Our secret may be a bit more public than it used to be but | doubt it's
the gossip of the Corps. Besides, they' re very noisy. We' |l know they’ re coming long before they
know we're there, and that will give us time to change.

Ottersdig densin water banks, Sky said. Dens are good to hide in.

| don’t think we can dig into the stuff under Marmie's lawn, Sy, Murd told him. It's not real. It
would be like trying to den into the side of the spaceship.

Whiletheir otter friend was thinking about that, they zipped out of their dry suits and tucked them into the
pouches strapped to their backs. Then they dove into the pool, swvimming quickly to the portion flowing
under the house. To preserve their secret, Marmie had not set cameras near or within the banks of the
waterway. Mogt views of the house and groundsincluded only glimpses of it.

Now what? Ronan wondered.

We keep our ears peeled, Murel said. If my message was transmitted before they cut it off, thiswill
all get sorted out soon.

If not?

Perhaps we can sneak into the com center, disable the soldiers there, send again, and skedaddle?



And how would we do that?

| don’t know. But we must do something or we might as well have stayed and waited to be
arrested at home.

They’ d kept their heads above water so they could hear what was happening above them. The house
was well soundproofed, but their hearing was much better in sedl form than the average human's.

“Children?1’ve no ideawhat you' re talking about,” Mrs. Fogarty was saying.

“You' d do well to cooperate, lady. Two children and asmall brown mammal were seen running from the
docking bay by our crew when we docked.”

“There are many children who live here. Madame runs a school, you know. And children do have pets.”
“They were seen entering the maintenance lift. That’ s off-limitsto children, isit not?’

“Asif that sort of thing ever stopped an inquisitive youngster!” Mrs. Fogarty scoffed. “But thereare no
children here, as you can see for yoursaves. They must have popped off on one of the other levels.”

“Tear the place gpart,” the soldier who' d been doing the questioning said.
“Here now!” Mrs. Fogarty protested.
“Lay that broom down, lady, and step away fromit,” the trooper demanded.

“I'll lay it up Sde of your head,” she threastened. There was a Szzling sound and athump and no more
from the housekeeper.

| hope they just stunned her, Ronan said.

Murel hoped so too, because she knew that not only was Mrs. Fogarty loyally defending Marmi€e's
property and privacy, she was aso providing adistraction. Murel had never been stunned. She hoped it
didn’t hurt.

“Search the grounds,” the officer in command said. “Look for thekids, the animd, or any fresh sgn. Our
ordersareto remove al personnd, including children.”

“Right, Captain, sir. Uh—permission to ask aprobably dumb question, sir?’

“Granted, but make it snappy.”

“If weremovedl personnel, who' sgoing to run thisthing? It' s ava uable piece of property.”
“Very astute of you, Private. Y ou aspire to company management, do you?’

“Sir, no, sir. Thereisno higher aspiration than to serve the Corps, Sir.”

“Damn dtraight. In answer to your question, however, Private, | don’t suppose you happened to notice
that ship that docked a short time after we did?’

“No, gr.”

“Filled with qudified Corps-trained station maintenance personnel. Now round up those kids and that
anima so we can load and lock the prisoners up and leave. Isthat clear?’



“Sir, yes, r. Onemorething, Sr?’

“Anything for you, Private,” the officer said through what sounded like gritted teeth.

“Sgns sr?’

“Sgnwhat?’

“You sadto look for fresh Sgns? Sir?’

“Sign, Private, sgn. Wher€e syour sergeant anyway? Sergeant Montgomery!”

A distant voice barked in atone that would have done credit to the twins' seal cousins. “Here, sir!”

“Kindly explain to your man here what looking for fresh sgn meansin reference to our current mission,”
the captain called back.

“Otter shit!” the sergeant barked back, asif he were swearing.

Otters are not messy, Sky said. Also, otters do not |eave signs when they have not eaten for a long
time, and | have not eaten since we left the deep sea otters.

Glad to hear it, ky, Ronan said. Too bad nobody here keeps a dog. | bet most of these Corpsmen
wouldn’t know otter poo from doggie doo.

| wouldn’t be so sure of that, Ro, Murd told him. The one in command sounded like he knew what
he was talking about. Remember, the company gets a lot of its recruits from worlds like Petaybee
and Halau. Maybe that soldier and even some of the others are from places where people and
animals live close together. For all we know he could be as good as Aunty Snead.

Aunty Snead would never track down kids—unlessit was to help them, of course—or use
stunners on ladies like Mrs. Fogarty. And I’ll bet Mum never in her entire career in the Corpsdid
anything like they' re doing.

Probably not. We don't really know what she did, though, do we? Or much about her. | never
read that journal she wrote for us, did you?

Nope. | was too mad at her for sending us offworld. I wish we had the journals now.
I’m going to read mine first thing when we get home, Murel vowed.

Me too. | wonder what she'd do in our place now, Ronan said. I'll bet she' d have infiltrated the
com center, neutralized the guards, and sent the message already. Or maybe taken over
command.

| don’t think so, Ro, Murd replied. | think she’ d probably be doing pretty much what we are. What
worries me iswhat she’s doing at home now.

THE SNOW WAS s0 heavy that the invaders of Kilcoole could not see their handsin front of their
faces. They put lanterns on their hemets, but the light bounced off the sheets of white and cast aglare
even their goggles could not dispd.

Thewind blew scarves from their necks and mittens from their hands, and knocked over the smaller men



and women. Master Sergeant Missoni rescinded the order to burn the village for fear the wind would
blow the fires out of control and injure his people. Instead they sank pitonsinto the buildings with cables
attached, stringing the buildings together like beads. The lines served asthey would in agale at sea,
something for the troops to hold on to in order to keep from being blown away asthey plodded blindly
from one shack to the next. Findly, Missoni caled everyone off. Theflitters were engineered for low
temperatures but not for the gale-force winds, and besides, adriver couldn’t seeto navigate. Even
posting guards was useless until the wind died down and the snow lightened. They had no equipment of
any kind that would let amorta man or woman see adamn thing under the current conditions. Even with
the best gear available, aguard was far more likely to die of exposure than to prevent, protect, or detect

anything.

Since returning to the ship was dso impaossible, they bivouacked in the town meeting hall, along
one-story job with alot of carvings on the walls and the support beams. Missoni guessed that the long
fire pit down the middle was for feasts of some sort. The hospital waslarger, but they’ d discovered that it
was deserted and cold, the many windows adready thick with the same frost that iced theinner walls. The
long building was more centrally located, sturdily constructed, and free of frost ingde,

They built afire and the smoke rose through ahole in the roof that sucked it out better than Missoni
would have guessed. These people had acquired some technology in the last few years, it seemed. Not
enough to keep the wind from blowing the smoke back down to choke them and keep a permanent haze
between the tops of their hooded helmets and the ceiling, but it helped. The air on Petaybee was
supposed to be pure and clean, so they hadn’t brought masks. Missoni used thetail of his muffler to filter
out some of the smoke and the othersfollowed suit.

They were an inhuman-looking bunch sitting there, smoke-reddened eyes glittering with tears as they
watched the flames legp and dip, red, orange, yellow, white-blue, and some crackly green. Thewind
roared and shook thewalls asif it would bring them down on top of the miserable collection of human
beings. How the hell did people live here, and why would they even want to? Missoni wondered. He
couldn’t imagine how even fur-bearing animaswould live through astorm like this. Well, they lived in
holes, didn't they?

And that, he redized, had to be exactly what the people were doing. This whole place was supposed to
befull of caves. People had gone into those caves and come out again thoroughly messed up. Maybe the
reason some people stayed on thisiceberg was that they had gone down there too and become even
more messed up—enough that they actudly thought Petaybee wasfit for human habitation. Enough that
they imagined they liked it.

“Okay,” he said through his helmet com. “Wheat did you come up with on the data search?’

“Stacks and stacks of forms, sir, but when | brought them out, the wind snatched al but these last few
out of my hands,” Private Murkowski said.

Ordinarily Missoni would have ydled a him, but under the circumstances hejust grunted. “ Parr?’

A soldier seated two down from Missoni withdrew a small case from his parka with a still-mittened hand
and passad it to him. It held some chipsthat |ooked like they might work on the little computer Missoni
carried in the breast pocket of his uniform blouse.

The mission had been aborted before the search was complete, but there were several handfuls of papers
and afew more chips and drives. Mostly, Petaybean communications still seemed to be stuck inthe
hard-copy phase.

Missoni looked over the papers, not expecting to make much of them. He wasright. Besides, eveniif he



understood what was on them, there was a good chance he wasn’t supposed to know about it. He
stacked them neatly beside him and laid abig rock from the fire pit on top of the pile. If they ran out of
fuel before this storm blew over, the papers might come in handy.

Meanwhile he pulled the little unit from his pocket and popped in one of the chipsfrom the container Parr
hed given him.

A woman with aclear concise voice said in adightly embarrassed tone, “1 do not often sing this but
record it now at Sean’ sinsstence, for the sake of our children. He seemsto think there will come aday
when they’ll ask, ‘What did you do inthewar, Ma? and thisway | won't haveto sing it again in front of
anyone. So hereit goes. Thisis my song about what happened at Bremport Sation.”

CHAPTERS

THE TWINS AND Sky stayed under Marmion’ s house until the grounds were searched, then
cautioudy, quietly, swam asfar out asthey could in the direction of the freight lift.

Very dowly they lifted their heads from the water to hear what was happening on land. The threeflitters
were gtill there; guards were posted near the mansion, but there was no evidence of anyone else nearby.

What do you think? Isit clear?

Without warning, Sky jumped out of the water and onto the bank, where he stood on his hind feet and
shifted historso and head back and forth, listening. Men who eat river seals are not here, he
announced.

With that assurance, Ronan hoisted himsalf ashore and, propelled forward with flippers and claws,
reached the cover of some shrubs where he could shake himself dry and change. When he was once
more clad in hisdry suit, he stood watch—squatted, actually—while Murd changed, too. Then, while
Sky scampered across the fake landscape in his undulating run, the twins crawled to the freight lift, trying
to stay out of range of the surveillance cameras. When the door opened, they all legped inside and Ronan
pushed the button for the com center level.

The door began to open as soon as they reached it. Before they could stop him, Sky bolted through to
scout ahead.

Heonly had timeto say “Hah!” before they heard asizzle, then aman’ s gruff voice: “ Got the little bugger.
What do you think? Isthere enough of him to make apair of boots?’

Before the door had fully opened, Murel forced her way out, shouting, “Hey, let him alone, you big
bully!”

Shejust had timeto see ashort soldier holding alimp Sky aoft by the scruff of his neck when ahand
whipped out and grabbed her neck, hauling her away from thelift. “Ow!” shesaid. “Cut it out. And let
the otter aone!”

“Oh, isthisyours?’ the soldier asked in the same voice she d heard from schoolyard bullies.
Behind her there was a scuffle, and Ronan was pulled from the lift aswell.

The soldier holding her spokeinto ahandhed com. “Thisisthelast of the children, gir.”



He listened to the reply, then clicked off the device.
“Lot of kidsfor agpaceingdlation,” Ronan’s captor remarked.
“There was aschool here. The brassisinterested in knowing what exactly these kids were taught.”

“How about the critter?” the soldier holding Sky asked. The otter wiggled in his grasp, apparently
recovering from the stun shot.

“He stheir pet, gpparently. Bring him aong. He might be good to est, or who knows, if these two know
anything, they might get extrachatty if it meansthe anima kegpshisskinon.”

Murdl’s captor had relaxed his grip, and she twisted away, rushing at the man shaking Sky. Because he
was holding the otter in one fist and hiswespon in the other, his front was wide open. She butted him first
in the belly and then, when he doubled up, in the nose with her own head. Before she heard the szzleand
felt ajolt of pain shoot through her, she saw the man drop Sky, who twisted in midair and was hafway
down the corridor before he landed.

WHEN MUREL CAME to, she had a horrible headache and everything around her smelled strange.
She sat up in atiny room occupied by severd other girls. Most of them were preschoolers, too young to
have been in classes with her, but two—Chesney Janko and Lan Huy—were familiar from her time at
Marmi€ sschool.

Lan Huy wept in ashockingly loud and heartbroken way that set the younger ones off. Between sobs,
she made Murel understand that she had seen her father, one of Marmi€e' s chief engineers, stunned and
dragged away before the soldiers grabbed her aswell. Murel remembered that Lan Huy had grown up
onVersailles Sation. It wasthe only home she knew.

Chesney Janko was younger than either Murel or Lan Huy, but she tried to comfort the older girl, making
soothing shushing sounds and petting her quivering shoulder.

Murd could scarcely hear hersdlf think over the wailing of the younger girls, but she called to her brother
anyway. Ro?

I’m here, sis. Me and about ten other guys.

Shelooked around thelittle room. Where are we? | don’t recognize this part of the station. Whilethe
two lived on Versailles Sation, they had had an opportunity to explore most of it.

We're not on the station, sis. What with you settin’ such a fine example, | decided one of uswith a
sore head would be enough. So | whined instead and begged them, whatever they did to us, not to
send us to Gwinnet Incarceration Colony. They enjoyed telling me that was exactly where we're
going. Everyone from the station. At least if we're there, we can find out what’ s happening to
Marmie.

Even if we're not in a position to do anything about it, Murel said. What about Sky?

| don’t know. | didn’t realize otters could play possum so well, but he had that eedjit of a soldier
fooled and got away. There's plenty of places for himto hide till they leave.

Hah! came an otterly thought. Sky otters are fierce fighters. | used my strong claws and big sharp
teeth to get away, then followed the otter-eating men who took river seals. Otters are good hiders,



and there are hundreds of places for ottersto hide here.

Oh, Sy, I'mglad you' re okay, but you should have escaped when you could. They might hurt you,
Murd said.

You will not let them, Sky said with perfect confidence. You do not let wolves eat otters, or sharks
or even other seals. River seals help their otter friends. Otters help river sealstoo.

| hope none of us will regret that decision later, but | must say, right now | feel better knowing
you're near, Murd sad.

Me too, Ronan agreed. But don’t let them catch you again, no matter what.
Otters are very cunning, Sky assured them. And we have big sharp teeth.

Totheir surprise and relief, their captors did not question anyone during the journey, or even speak to
them. They didn’t seem to care who anybody was, just so they were off the space Station. The kidswere
fed Corpsrations, the kind the soldiers ate in the field—all nutrition and no taste—and given water. Their
cdlshad flush tailets with blue chemicd stuff in them and they plugged up easily. The temperature was
controlled, but the number of bodiesin each room made it way too warm most of thetime.

The girls had exhausted themsel ves crying, and gradudly the noise smmered to a generdized whine of
anxiety, discomfort, and boredom.

Nobody was mistreating them, but neither were they exerting any effort to make things easier for the
young ones.

Needing some distraction herself, Murel decided to use the kind of tactics employed by Petaybean child
minders and teachers of restless classes. “1f my snow leopard friend was here,” she sad, “shewould eat
all of those bad people and set usfree.”

Huy’slips curled into asmall smile, Chesney laughed, and thelittle girlswho had heard her looked mildly
interested.

“Also,” Murel added, “she'd bring usdl ice cream.”
“What' sthat?’ asked the smallest girl, the one the others called Daf .

“It's sweet and smooth and cold and redlly yummy,” Murel told her. “1t comesin lots of flavors. Where |
live, we makeit out of snow mixed with milk from our horses.”

By the time she explained what a horse was, what snow was, what a snow leopard was, and how that
leopard would manage to bring ice cream and kill bad people aswell, Huy and Chesney caught on and
launched into telling the tallest tales they could imagine or remember about their own worlds. Huy might
have been raised on a space station, but her father had told her stories his own parents and grandparents
passed down to him from the ancient cultures and peoples who settled their world.

“We had adragon in my father’ sfamily, and if my ancestor knew what was happening to my father and
me, he would come and carry usdl away,” Huy said. “If we pass by close enough to my father’ sworld,
I'll cdl him.”

“You can't ydl that loud!” asix-year-old cynic told her.

“Don’'t haveto. He can read my thoughts. He would be very displeased with these people, and before he



took us away, he would scorch them with hisfiery bresth.”

The people who brought their food didn’t scold or threaten them, but neither could they be persuaded to
bring extratoilet paper or wash water. They didn’'t molest the girlsin any way, which was ardief. Onthe
contrary, they seemed totally indifferent to them, asif children were some inferior species beneath their
notice.

“We'rejust hostages,” Huy said. “ They’ll use usto make our parents do what they want them to. | hope
they haven't hurt my dad.”

“My brother saysthey’ retaking usal to aprison colony. Maybe you'll get to see your dad there.”

“Will they try to make our parents say that Madame isacriminal, Murd? What did she do to make them
med at her?’

That was astory Murd knew al too well, so she told them about the trip she, Ronan, and Ke-olahad
taken to Halau, how meteor showers destroyed the homes of Ke-ola's people, forcing them al
underground, and how the soldiers would have just | eft them there with nothing if Marmion hadn’t
launched arescue misson.

“If it hadn’t been for Madame' s ship picking up the survivors, then going back to find other people il
trapped, they’ d have dl died. The officer in charge must have got his earslaid back by his superiors.
Somehow he convinced the company superiors that she had kidnapped the people of Halau and their
sharks and seaturtles, and that’ swhat she' s charged with.”

“But that’sso lame!” Chesney said.

“Of courseit is. And the people in charge will redize that when Marmi€ sfriendstell them what
happened to her. The people who want to ruin her don’t want anybody to know she' sin trouble” Murel
explained about the magnetic field and vol canic activity on Petaybee making interplanetary
communication impossible most of thetime. Sheleft out dl the parts about she and Ronan being sedls,
and about Kushtaka' s people and their history. Who knew what might be done to the kids to make them
or their parents talk? She took a deep breath and gulped as afew possibilities crossed her mind, then put
those thoughts firmly away. Need to know, Mum would say. She d tel them when and if they had aneed
to know.

Ronan agreed that was the best way to handle it, though in the stories the boys told, they tended to
massacre the entire ship’ s crew with their bare hands or, better yet, blow up the ship, once al the good
people were safely ashore. Then they would storm the prison, and after battles that involved fencing with
some sort of laser-beamed or edged weapons, overcome the guards, free the prisoners—well, the good
ones, at least—and of course, for ahappy ending, blow up the prison. When he shared some of these
tales of valor with her, Muredl said she thought there was an excess of blowing things up.

We males like explosions, hetold her. Especially when we're mad and helpless to do anything
about it.

Not as helpless as some people think, shereplied staunchly. While she was glad Ro and the boyswere
keeping their spiritsup, it hurt abit to hear him referring to himself asone of “wemales” Their twin-ship
had aways been the main “we’ in each of their lives—the selkie nature they shared with their father was
the second-most important group to them. Family had come third. Now Ro seemed to think being mae,
acondition that excluded her, was aso important. She had certainly not said “we girls’ or “we femaes.”
Although she was female and around the same age as the others, she felt—well, it wouldn’t be nice to
say better than they were, but different from them. Very different. So far the people their own age who



knew about their secret had been fine with it, but she was sure some of these girlswould be unable to
handleit.

To keep thingsinteresting, shetried to tell the girlsthe boys stories, leaving out the explosions. Shewas
alittle surprised at the ferocity with which Huy and Chesney inserted their own tormentsfor their captors.
Chesney even knew something about setting explosions. When Murd told Ronan about that later, he
agreed that it was something worth notice.

They relied on these nighttime conversations to push the boredom and fear awvay when everyone else
findly quieted for deep. They tried to remember and prompt each other’ s memories of the navigation and
piloting lessons they’ d had aboard the Piaf. Galactic geography and periodic tablesfilled more of the
quiet time, then puns, then songs and more songs from the potlatches and night chants.

It's a good thing we can thought-talk, Murd said. Otherwise I’ d go bonkers from boredom. Huy
and Chesney can come up with some good gossip from the station, but they don’t know many
songs, and the ones they know have words that don’t tell stories. I’m supplying most of those.

Rory' s pretty interesting, her brother told her, but the other boys, even the little ones, talk about
games a lot. | saw some of them on vid when we were at Marmie's, but | can’t say | under stand
the excitement.

THE SCARIEST THING about the journey for the twins was when their captors decided the prisoners
should have a shower. Fortunately, it turned out to be a sonic shower, so they were able to avoid the
water exposure that would have forced their changeinto seal form. Other than that shower, they got no
exercise, S0 it was hard to fed tired enough to deep.

When Murdl dept, however, she dreamed about the river a home with its clouds of ice overhead and the
fish so plentiful dl she had to do was open her mouth to catch some. Ronan wasin the dream, and |ater,
when he described his dream to her, it sounded like the same one.

THE SOLDIERS ON the troop ship being rocked in its moorings by gusts of Petaybean blizzard wind
were aso bored. All except Spec 4 Greta Forcet. Fascinated by what she saw on the weather map, she
put inacal tothebridge. “ Sir, | think you should seethis,” she said.

Captain J. Wilbank replied, “What' sup?’

“Thiswesather pattern, gir. I’ ve never seen anything likeit.”

“Yeah, thisisquiteastorm. | didn’'t know it was possible for snow to occur at temperaturesthislow.”
“It'snot only that, Sr. It's where the tormis”

“What do you mean? Never mind, I’ll come and see for mysdlf.”

Not only the captain, but two other officers and three enlisted personndl came to see what she was
talking about. The storm’ sferocity made al of them fedl under Sege and eager for information.

“Look here, where the worst of it is—the heaviest snow and the highest winds are dl right here, at the
port and in Kilcoole. It’s like we re being specificdly targeted by the storm.”



“Theriver would act asafunne—" the captain began.
“Y es, but the winds are not nearly so fierce dong theriver, nor isthe snow so heavy.”

“Hmm. So if we penetrate the barrier of bad weather around the ship, we could send out another party
to search for thelocals”

Forcet raised her eyebrows but said nothing. He might beright, but she wasn't going to volunteer for the
expedition.

“I don't know, gr,” Lieutenant Chu said. “It’ slikethis place is haunted and the ghost isredly pissed off.”
“That’snot it,” Spec 5 Ortiz said.

“Don’t contradict me, soldier,” Chu said. He had just made rank and was touchy about his authority.
“Sorry, gr,” Ortiz barked, sdluting smartly.

“Let her talk, Lieutenant,” Captain Wilbank said. “Well, Ortiz?’

“It'sjust that | served with acouple of guysfrom here, Sr. From what they said, the problem isn't
anything dead. It swhat’ sliving. They say thisworld isdive and has anasty temper.”

“WALK A LITTLE totheleft, please, Yana,” Clodagh said as she reentered the cave. “ That groove
you' rewearing in the cavern floor should be wider so folk with bigger boots can sill walk there.”

Y anaknew her pacing was driving everyone e se nuts, but once more her entire family had left her
without saying where they’ d gone. That drove her nuts. Waiting for newswas very high on her list of
things she hated to do. Or not do. It wasthe kind of thing her former superiors would have called “a
character-building experience.” She had certainly acquired the family best designed to build her
character. And now they were testing her patience by running off without aword at atime when she
needed to think clearly and act without hesitation. Instead, concern for them Ieft her fedling unableto
meake a decision about when to act.

Clodagh, dressed in winter gear, had been in the outer cave, holding a veritable reception for every land
cresture on Petaybee from the look of it. Pairs of wild eyes stared into the cave. In height they could
have been anywhere from taller than a man—a bear perhagps?—to very small indeed. The only ones

Y anacould identify for certain were Clodagh’ s gold-striped cats, who came and went asif the
snowstorm was of no concern to them. Like Coaxtl the snow leopard, they had extra-wide feet; tufts of
fur padded their paws like snowshoes, and smilar tuftswarmed their ears.

“Hasthe storm et up at al?’ Y ana asked Clodagh.

“Hereit has,” Clodagh replied with the enigmatic brevity that characterized most of her utterancesin
genera and nearly all of her answersto other people’ s questions. Clodagh’ stall, round body, clad in her
furry snow pants and hooded parka, mittens, and mukluks, made her resemble acomica bear. Thiswas
especidly true since over her parka she wore akusbuk, a flounced, mid-thigh-length, hooded covering
worn in summer asalightweight top and in winter over the parkato protect the precious coat from
damage. The villagers|loved sawing their kusbuks out of the brightest fabrics they could find, making
them easier to pot in asnowstorm and adding a bit of cheerful contrast to the often-blesk winter

landscape.



“How about at sea?’

“Sean and the kids will befine, Yana. But those company folk are socked in.”
“They are?’

“The onesin the village hid in the longhouse. The ones on the ship can’t get out.”

Bunny Rourke, Sean’sniece, said, “| bet they wish we were still hometo build firesfor them and make
them nice hot cups of rose hip tea.”

“Rrrright,” Y anagrowled. Johnny Green, Pet Chan, Rg Norman, and Rick O’ Shay threw down the
cards they’ d been shoving back and forth in adesultory imitation of poker and looked at Y ana
expectantly. She smiled much asawolf viewing apen full of fat sheep might have. “Ladiesand
gentlemen,” she said quietly, so asnot to aert the other villagers, “perhapsit’ stime to extend the planet’s
hogpitdity to our guests”

“I’'mgoing too,” said Sinead Shongili, Yana ssgter-in-law.

“Shhh,” Yanasaid. Shedidn’t want to risk any of the native Petaybeans being captured, since an adult
who had adapted to the planet would die when removed from it. But Sinead was a hunter who knew the
land aswdll as she knew her beloved Aiding. She was the game warden for their area—a cool head and
asure shot. They could use her. “Fine, but keep back in the woods and cover us. We can't risk you

Qgetting caught.”

“Nor can werisk you, Yana, but | don't seethat stopping you,” Sinead said tartly, pulling on her parka
and shouldering her rifle.

MISSONI AND HIStroops listened to the woman on the recorder sing her song about a Corps
legend—the massacre at Bremport Station—uwith interest that would have been astonishment were they
not still so exhausted from fighting the storm. The voice was accompanied by adrum; in the background
the wind howled, moaned, and whined around the building, now and then making asound like the ruffling
of thefeathers of agigantic bird.

When she' d finished, he cut off the recording, though there was room for plenty more data. “How did
she know about Bremport, Sarge?’ Inuye asked. She wasfairly new to the Corps.

“Y ou heard the lady, Private. She was there. Before she was turned by the locals, Mgor Y anaba
Maddock was one of us, a decorated officer who served with distinction at several bases. She was
invalided out after Bremport and sent herefor retirement. It’ sin the data banks on the ship. You can
look it up.”

“| guess she had to stay here because the Corps wouldn't listen to her poetry,” Murkowski scoffed. “Got
hersdlf acaptive audience and didn’t want to leave.”

“I heard it was because shefell for the head scientist here,” Parr said.
“Sex isalot morelikely amotive than poetry,” Inuye said.

“Shut it,” Missoni said. “ She was an exemplary officer before her injury. Show alittle respect for the
person she was. Any of us could be wounded and sent to where we' d be dependent on the goodwill of
the locasto survive. When and if that happensto me, | hope to show more loyalty, but I ve seen even



worse things happen to even better people once they’ re no more use to the Corps. Break out your
rations. We'll eat, deep, and by then maybe the storm will have calmed down some.”

Murkowski grumbled, “ Should have confiscated some of the food in the cabins. It'snot like they're
going to be using it any time soon.”

They had each brought dong only one ration packet, thinking to strike quickly, take their prisoners, and
return to the ship. Screw that scenario. “When the storm lets up, go back and collect whatever food you
can find and bring it back here,” Missoni told them. “We may need it, and we don’t want them to haveit.
We may have to wait them out, and asiege doesn’t work unless someoneis starving. I’ d rather that not
beus”

His com crackled, but he couldn’t make out any kind of message. The verbal onewaslogt inthe generd
howl, and when they tried atext message, it fragmented into an unintdlligible sparkly geometric design.
Pretty but useless.

When the men finished eating, Missoni posted a sentry at the longhouse’ s only door. “If the storm lets up,
wakeme,” hetold Murkowski. Then he and the others made themselves as comfortable as possible on
the building' s floor. He was adegp before his head touched the floor.

CHAPTER 6

M URKOWSKI GRUMBLED TO himself. He wastired too, and more than likely the storm would play
out before his watch was up, so he' d have to help when the search resumed.

He paced himsdlf to keep awake. He walked back to the fire and added another couple of logs from the
pile near the pit. The smoke made a pewter haze that hung from the roof to just abovethe leved of the
floor. Severa guys coughed and sneezed in their deep. That storm had to bresk soon, or they’d dl die of
smoke inhdation. Thewind sounded like it was trying to rip the roof off. What kind of a cold-blooded
idiot would want to livein thisfreezer, anyway?

He douched back to the door, and realized that in spite of the noise still coming from the roof, the slorm
seemed to have camed alittle. The door was flanked by two small windows, but each of them was black
as space. He picked up the huge board toggle that barred the door, lifting it aside so he could see out.

He hoped the draft would wake up some of the other guys.

The door opened inward, which was agood thing since three feet of snow was now drifted against it
outsde. Wasit hisimagination or had thewind finaly deafened him? Either way, he couldn’t hear it as
well. He stuck his head and shoulders out over the snowdrift. Something landed on his back, forcing his
faceinto the snow before he could yell for help.

YANA PATTED THE track cat, Orca, on the broad black flat place between his ears. The cat sat
down on his prey, draping one paw casualy over the side of the man’sface. The soldier’s
snow-encrusted eyes opened as he struggled to turn his head. He took in the dow extension and
retraction of three-inch-long claws covering hisleft ear and tickling hisleft cheek and the corner of hisleft
eye. Yanaput her mittened forefinger to the portion of her muffler masking her lips, indicating that he
should be quiet, and he responded with aflick of hiseydids since he wastoo intimidated by the clawsto
make alarger gesture.



Meanwhile, Rg, Pet, Johnny, and Rick dipped past her and into the longhouse on padded mukluk feet.
Each of them was better trained than most of the deegping troops. They silently removed theriflesand
sdearms, then returned to the doorway and joined Y anawhile Pet and Johnny carried armloads of snow
to dump on thefire. They scuttled back to the door as the hiss and steam and sudden cold woke some of
the soldiers, who grabbed at the air where their wegpons used to be.

Y ana, Ra), and Rick kept wegpons trained on the soldiers until their friends were clear, then stepped
back and signaled Orcato release his prey. The cat stood up after along lazy stretch and bounded over
the falen man and off toward the woods.

The man on the ground reached for Y ana sleg, but as soon as he used his body weight to support his
reaching hand, he sank deeper into the snow and his mitten fell three inches short.

When he looked up, he found himsdf staring into the barrel of Rgj’ s wegpon.
Y ana pointed to the other soldiers, and Rgj barked, “ Crawl.”

When the man had backed through the snowdrift into the lodge, one of the soldierscalled, “ Y ou folks are
making thingsworse for yoursalves. It’s not like we waked here on our own. There' saship full of more
like uswaiting behind. Y ou can’'t win thisone. We just need to talk to the governors and straighten this
thing out.”

“That’snot how we heard it,” Johnny said. “'Y ou came to haul them off to diein prison asyou did
Madame Marmion. Wewon't alow you to murder these people.”

“Y ou don’t want to go to war with the Company Corps, son,” the spokesman said.

“I’m not your son and at least two of us here outrank you,” Johnny told him, though hedidn’t explain
how.

“Y ou got weapons trained on my people, you al outrank me,” the man said.

“Y ou do aswe say and you'’ ve got nothing to worry about,” Johnny told him. He beckoned Y ana, Pet,
and the othersinside, near the doorway.

“One by one, step forward, you firgt,” Pet Chan said to the spokesman. The man obeyed. “Remove your
parkaand pants,” shetold him.

“You'regoing to let usfreeze?’

“Just trading,” Johnny answered. He took off his own parkaand snow pants, borrowed from Sean, and
put on the surrendered garments, noting the stripes on the parka deeve. “ Thanks, Sarge.”

While he changed, Pet and Rg relieved the sergeant of his com, hisknife, hisID tags, and hiswallet.
When they’ d finished searching him, they alowed him to put on Johnny’ s clothing.

They searched the other soldiersin the same manner and forced two women in the party to trade with
Y anaand Pet, and two other men to swap with Rg and Rick.

Then they backed out, leaving the soldiers unharmed and unfettered, but unarmed aswell. Johnny and
Pet went to work constructing a bolt across the door, boarded up the windows, then called Sinead to
come and stand guard, along with the villagerswho' d insgsted on coming with her.

Thewind was gone, but it had blown al but alight skim of snow from theice on the river, which had



frozen solid enough to ski on. Y ana and the others grabbed their skis, leaning againgt thewall of the
longhouse, strapped them on, and headed upriver to where the ship was docked at the old Space Base.

The night was white with snow, and asthey reached the head of theriver, thewind rose up again, driving
ahorizontal wall of crystal darts across the snow-covered ice. The ship, the terminal, and everything
beyond wasinvisible to them, just asthey, Y ana hoped, were invisible to the ship. From what she could
recal, the Corps had no equipment capable of penetrating such astorm. A proposd to orbit asatellite
around Petaybee to provide better communications and more conveniences was sill on thetable. If she,
Sean, and the others had dlowed the ingtdlation, they might have been ableto foil the people who' d
arrested Marmie. On the other hand, a satellite would have provided the company with better accessto
more-sophi sticated equipment, including the kind that could have detected the presence of the five skiers
gpproaching the ship.

Six of one, half adozen of the other. Petaybeans lacked the technology that could cut both ways,
working for or against them, but on the other hand, the planet’ s active participation in promoting their and
its own welfare gave them a considerable edge as long as they could keep their feet on Petaybean soil,
snow, ice, or water.

Disguised in the soldiers winter clothing, they blundered through the storm to the ship under Rick

O Shay’ sguidance. Although Rick hadn’t lived on Petaybee full-time since hisyouth, he had retained the
Petaybean knack for navigating through the nastiest weather the planet dished up. They used the ID tag
Johnny had taken from the sergeant to signd their desire to come aboard. Normaly there would have
been questions asked, but in the howling wind and knifing snow, using the com wasimpossible.

Once they were through the lock, where they brushed off their outer clothing but did not removeit, the
sentry on the other end asked, “Youfiveareit?’

Johnny nodded.

“| thought you were bringing back prisoners. What' s the matter? Couldn’t find them in the whiteout?”
Johnny nodded again.

“Therest of your guys are still searching for them?’

Another nod. Y anaressted the impulseto roll her eyesin exasperation. If shewerethiskid' s C.O.,,
she’ d have him on report as a security risk. Corpstraining and discipline—not to mention ethics—wasn't
what it had beenin her day, if hewas any example.

He used the com unit to report their return and said, “ Captain wants to see you on the bridge.”

Unmolested, they walked past him into the belly of the beest.

CHAPTER 7

IT STIME! RONAN’ S mentd call brokeinto Murd’s dream of theriver. They're unlocking our door
now. Yours?

Awakening, Murel listened. Not yet. Sky?

Hiding, Sky replied. This place is not in space now. It is stopped on the ground, but the ground is
not our ground.



AsMurd sat up, the door did open. Two of the soldiers who sometimes brought the food stood outside.
“Okay, brats, your chariot awaits,” one of them said, unnecessarily waving her sunner at them.

They were herded to the docking bay and hustled aboard a shuttle. Ronan and the boys joined them as
they were dl jammed insde the smdll craft. From the main part of the ship they could hear barked

orders, groans, and footsteps, and through the shuttle’ s viewport, just before they launched, Murdl saw a
great crowd of adults, somein Marmi€ slivery but most in civilian clothing, being forced into the bay by
armed guards. She spotted Mrs. Fogarty among them.

The shuttle lifted, maneuvered through the open hatch of the ship, and roseinto the air above ableak
desertlike areawhose sole distinguishing fixture was amassve city-sized fortified compound. Asthe
shuttle gained dtitude, Murel saw that the captive adults below were being offloaded directly to the
surface, where they were marched down a short road through concertina-wire-topped wals and into the
stark and barren grounds of what appeared to be a squat, rectangular building with several attached
satellite buildings, each no more than two stories high. It reminded her of the hospital building on
Kilcoole—if that building had grown to monstrous size and exuded brutdity insteed of ahedling
atmosphere. Shetried to see as much as she could in the second or two before the shuitle pivoted in the
air and headed out over open water. So that’ s the prison, she said to Ronan. I’'m glad we' re not going
inthere, at least.

Let’ s see where we are going before you get too thrilled about it, Ronan told her.

Shewasn't the only one to notice the destination of the adults. “1 want to go with my parents!” Rory
demanded with agood imitation of his grandmother’ s haughtiest tones. Y ou have no right to separate
our family.”

“Sorry, kid, you're alittle young for prison,” the shuttle copilot said. “They’ d eat amorsd likeyou dive.”
He made adisgusting durping sound.

But Rory’ s demand had unsettled the younger kids.

“Mom!” aboy wailed, and rushed to the viewport.

The copilot casualy backhanded him and sent the child flying back into Rory’ s and Ronan’ s laps.
“Hey!” Huy objected.

“Y ou want sometoo, girly?’ the man asked. “We'reflyin’ here, okay? And we' re not taking you to see
your mommies and daddies, so just forget that. Forget them.”

“Audtin, shut up. Y ou're scaring them,” the pilot said in alow voice, but one easily audible to the twins,
who heard dmost aswell when they were human as when they were seals—unless, of coursg, it was
someone forbidding them to do something they wanted to do. “We have ajob to do here, but there' sno
senseinbeing ajerk aout it.”

For one brief moment Rory’ s eyes met Ronan’s. Murel didn’t have to read her brother’ s thoughtsto
know the boys were wishing they could blow something up. But then Rory dropped his eyes, looking a
bit sick.

| feel a little queasy myself, Murd admitted to Ronan. What are they going to do to those people,
just because they worked for Marmie? Thisis crazy!

“If it was up to me, we' d drop the kids off with the rest of the criminas,” the copilot complained, then
added in alecturing voice, “It' sawdl-known scientific fact that crimind tendencies are hereditary. If you



ask me, there’ sno need to waste fuel taking them to some kiddie resort.”
“| didn’'t ask you. Orders are orders. The kids are processed differently. Y ou know that.”

The shuttle | eft the buildings behind, crossed the barren land, and suddenly they were flying over what
looked like an ocean.

Resort? That sounds hopeful, at least, Murd said.
Indeed, Ronan agreed. Now if we can just figure out how to get from here to there and back again.

“Two of those brats attacked our guys,” the copilot was continuing. “Bit them. Seemsto meit wouldn't
hurt the little punksto let them see what they have to look forward to when they’ re older.”

Asif the soldiers didn’t attack usfirst! Ronan thought.

“Aw, shut up, Audtin. Y ou' ve started to enjoy this prison transport duty way too much,” the pilot said,
gill inavoicetoo low for most of the kidsto hear. “ About time you transferred.”

“What the frag do you mean by that?’ Austin asked.

“Y ou' re getting to where you' re buying into the idea that these people exist for you to push around.
That' snot good for you, man,” the pilot told him.

“Huh. Not good for them, you mean,” Austin retorted.

“I mean you. One of these days you are going to be like me, ready to retire, go dirtside somewhere back
where you came from or some other little vacation spot where the company decidesto put you.
Everybody around you is going to look like them, not like us, and you are going to be so fraggin’ warped
nobody will have anything to do with you. There' sno homefor old Corpsmen, son.”

“Spare methefraggin’ philosophy, Begay. Y ou’ ve got the same duty as me. What makes you think you
know so much about what I’ m going to be like when | leave the Corps? With what I’ ve learned here, |
might be runnin’ the place, wherever | go.”

The pilot, Begay, shook his head and pursed hislips. “I hope not. You' restartin’ to sound just like my
oldman.”

“He must have been okay. Here you are in the Corps and you’ ve done okay for yourself.”

“Sure have. He sdirtsde, in thedirt, and I'm here. Suits mefine”

The shuttle descended and the twins saw more land, thiswith trees and amountain in the middle of it.
Look! A volcano, Murel told Ronan.

Good, hereplied.

Maybe, shesaid. Thisisn't like home. What she meant wasthat asfar asthey knew, this placewasn't
aive, wasn't sentient, wasn't something that could be appedled to or reasoned with. Ronan knew that
too, but he was more optimistic.

No, it looks to be a good deal warmer. 1t will be good for the Kanaka kids. Get them used to
living in this kind of place for when they get back to Petaybee.



Murd was glad Ronan could be so positive about it. She didn’t see how returning home was going to
happen for any of them. Unless their messages had gone through, and she was by no means sure they
had, she had no idea how they were going to get away.

The shuttle set down.

“Thisisyour stop,” Begay told them, and with apress of a button opened the hatch. It was asif he had
opened the door of an oven. The temperature outside was warmer than any they had ever experienced.

He then pushed another button that released the restraints that had kept them strapped to their benches.

From the open hatch, they saw awalled compound that looked far less grim than the first one. Though
thewall was built of stones and topped with concertinawire, asthe wal around the prison had been,
what it enclosed looked like avillage of shacks built of some sort of largerigid reed and thatched with
broad tree fronds. They could see huge flowers and sprays of grasses growing in what looked like a
garden, and there were even afew tall dender trees, their branches spreading like fern fronds circling the
top.

Not too bad maybe, Murd thought optimisticaly.

That’s not for us, silly. That must be where the guards live, Ronan told her. Before we landed did
you see over there, across the island, through the trees, where that dirt road fromthe village is
going? That other stone wall with those buildings behind it? That would be where they' re taking
us.

“What are you kids? Hard of hearing?’ Austin demanded. “Get out.”

Rory jumped down ahead of them, Dewey right behind him, then the twins, Huy and Chesney helped the
younger Ones.

Two more soldiers met them at the landing zone. They were aman and awoman alittle younger than the
twins parents. The man wasfairly dight, and the wind blew back hisfatigue hat to reved thinning brown
hair. His gray eyeswere as unfriendly and turbulent as storm clouds. Father’ s eyes were gray too, but
tended to vary from the softness of the silkiest gray fur to sparkling silver when he was amused. The
twinsweretold that their eyes had turned from the same gray astheir father’ sto blue when they were
toddlers.

The woman greeting them was alittle taller than the man, with short blond hair, atrim build, and thin lips
curved into the shape of asmile. She wore the visored cap version of the uniform hat, which shaded her
eyes, 0 they couldn’t see what color they were.

“Welcome to Camp Neverland,” the man said. “I’'m Captain Nobel Keester, medica doctor and
commandant of the camp. Thisismy assistant, Second Lieutenant Portia Bunyon.”

“Thisway, children,” the woman said. “Hurry or you'll missyour med for the day. Y ou’ ve till to be
processed in.”

“What’ sthat mean?’ Rory asked.
“You'll see soon enough,” the man said in away that Murel couldn’t help fegling was ominous.

Catching the glance the twins exchanged, the woman dropped back and stepped between them, putting
her arms over their shouldersin what looked like amaterna gesture but felt like a herding maneuver.



“It'snothing. A few vaccinations—you two are old enough not to mind aneedle or two—and a
delousing.”

“Wedon't havelicel” Murd told her.

“I’m not saying you do, but some here do. The haircut we give you will make sure you don’t get them
ather. You'll find it's cooler too. Snap it up now, you don’t want to missyour meal. Normally, incoming
kids are bathed right away, but it’ slate, and if you don’t eat now, you'll go hungry until megltime
tomorrow, so the doc is making an exception for you thistime.”

The twins exchanged looks and ardlieved Whew!

They dlowed themselves to be herded through the gate, which closed behind them, blocking their view of
the sea. Murel felt for amoment asif she were being smothered.

| know, me too, Rotold her. But stifle it. The water will still be there when we need it. It doesn’t
look like they keep kids under lock and key, or even keep very good track of us so far. We'll get
out when we have to.

Murd thought maybe there d be adining hal with tables, but instead there was along line of kidswith
bowlswaiting for asoldier to ladle what looked like soup or thin stew into their bowls. An older boy
handed each child asingle dice of bread asthey filed past and returned to the huts or tried to find
somewhereto Sit down and est.

All of the kids except their group had shaved heads and wore loose tunics over bare legs. A few looked
to be eeven or twelve but most appeared younger. Although it was hard to tell with the haircuts and
outfits, Mured thought there seemed to be more girls than boys.

They joined theline, letting the smdler kids go first. By thetime Murd got there, there was nothing left
but rather putrid-looking watery stuff. She wasn't too worried. There was water nearby. If sheand Ro
could get close enough, they’ d catch some fish.

Dewey, balancing his bread and bowl, was looking for aplaceto sit. “Here, kid, I'll hold that for you
while you take a seet,” an older girl said. Shewastal and her build blocky, her skin about the same dark
olive astheirs; the stubble on her head was black, and she looked familiar to Murel. She snatched
Dewey’ sbread, which tore, and when Dewey tried to pull his bowl away from her, it flew out of both
their gragps and hit the ground, spilling the soup.

“Fraggin’ new kid!” the girl snarled. “L ook at that. He' s so fat he can afford to waste food.”

Both of the people who had met the shuttle had disappeared, and the soldier who' d served the food did
not look up from stowing his soup barrd and utensils aboard asmall flitter.

“Hey,” Chesney said, dropping her empty bowl and rushing forward. “Leave him done, you. Isn't it bad
enough we have to be here without picking on each other?’

Without answering, the other girl punched Chesney in the nose. Blood spurted.

Huy stood up and started toward her. Obvioudy, prison or no prison, camp or no camp, they were their
own law and order here. Ronan and Murel and al of the space-tation kids advanced on the bully girl,
but she was quickly joined by what seemed to be every other kid in the camp.

But then another group, this one of smaller kids, stepped between the two. To Murd’ s surprise, one of
them reached out and touched the big girl’ s hand and said something to her in amusica language Murdl



recognized, hearing her name and Ronan’ sin what the child said. The bully’ sfist uncurled, but she
advanced again on Chesney, who was on the ground and bleeding. Kneeling, she reached her hand out
and grumbled, “ Sorry, kid.” Then sheturned to Dewey. “ Sorry about your food too. Y ou can have mine
tomorrow.”

She looked up a Ronan and Murdl. “ Okay? No hard fedings?’
Before they could answer, sherose, jumped over Chesney’ slegs, and disappeared into one of the huts.

The girl who had touched the bully’ shand said, “Kai’ sjust mad. She’ sbeen likethat dl her life, | guess.
I’'m Pele, by theway. Kai’'smy big sistah. | get scared, Maia gets her fedings hurt, Ke-olawants to
understand what’ s going on, and Keoki wantsto argue. Kai gets mad.” She shrugged.

“Y ou know Ke-olaand Keoki?' Ronan asked.

“They are my bruthas. Kai’ stoo. And we al know you two. You're the se—" She stopped at Ronan’s
shushing mation. “—thetwins,” shefinished quickly. Dropping her voice, she asked, “Have you cometo
save us again? Please save Kai too, even though she' sapain. She' s not dwayslikethis, just when she

gets upset.”

“She should learn to yell or hit arock or something,” Murd said resentfully. “Not pick on people who are
littler than sheis”

“When we got here, some of the big kidstook our food,” around-faced little boy said beligerently.
“Ka'’sjust doing it back.”

“It'sbrave—if stupid—to do it back to the people that pick on you,” Ronan told him. “1t's mean and not
very logical to treat other people the way you hated to be treated yoursdlf.”

Sooken like a true Petaybean shepherd seal, Murd told him. Maybe it sounded bossy to other people,
but redlly, it was basic stuff. Other kids ought to know it already, she thought, but evidently it hadn’t
registered with some of them. She looked up and saw that the captain had come to the door of his hut
and was watching them. He' d probably heard everything they said. It was agood thing Ronan had kept
Pele from talking about their sedl-selves.

Aslong as nobody knew they were salkies, they could useit to escape. Actually, the problem was that
severa people here aready knew about them. Rory, for one, and al of the Kanaka kids had either seen
them change or heard about it from the others, she was sure. If the powers that be here found out about
them, she and Ro werelikely to bein abad way.

So far nobody had taken names or anything like that, though she supposed if the soldiers did want to use
certain kids to make certain parents confess or follow orders or whatever it was they were supposed to
do, they’ d find out who waswho. They had to know where they’ d collected the different groups of kids,
and in that, she and Ro were lucky because so far the soldiers hadn’t bothered to find out who they
belonged to. She supposed they’ d been too busy with the adults.

The captain wasjoined by Lieutenant Bunyon, who brought awhistle to her mouth and blew a short,
piercing blast. All of the kidsturned to look at her. “ For you newcomers, indoctrination will take placein
ahdf hour in back of the admin hut, followed by aspecid treet for everyone,” she announced. “We'll be
showing aspecid film. I’'m making popcorn for everyone who attends.”

The reaction was mixed. Those within sight of the officers made what Murd felt were exaggerated
expressions of excitement and enthusiasm. Some were going for the popcorn, which was apparently



some sort of treat, and extrarations whether you actualy thought it was yummy or not.

The lieutenant added, “ For you newcomers, the film is mandatory. For the ret, curfew is extended until
after it isover. Reassemble behind the admin hut a the sound of my whistle.”

Ke-ola slittle sster grabbed Murel’ s hand and tugged her toward a hut. Huy gave her adirty look.
Nobody was inviting the other new kids anywhere,

“Just asec,” Murd told the girl, and turned back to Huy. “L ook, these kids can tell us what the Situation
ishere. | need to find out what they know. It'snot like I’ m taking sides or anything.”

“Who cares?’ Huy said. “You're just looking out for yoursdlf. Y ou don’t fool me. We'll find out soon
enough what' s going on here when they tell us. But you and your brother, living with Madame up in her
mansion, you' re used to specid privileges. Y ou certainly don’t want to hang out with the rest of us.”

“That’snot true,” Murd protested. “But | can’t explain right now. Okay? See you at indoctrination.”
Shefollowed Peleinto ahut filled with Kanakarelatives. There was no room for even one more person.

“Sorry,” Pelesaid. “1 didn’t mean to get you in trouble with your friend, but we got to talk. Y ou need to
be warned.”

“What about?’
“Baths,” shesaid.

“Oh, yeah, that’ sgoing to be aproblem,” Murel said glumly. The minute the water touched her or Ronan
and they changed, it was going to be all over.

“Don’'t worry, big sstah. | have anides,” Pele said, and with her brothers and sisters gathered around
close so she could whisper, shetold Murdl.

INDOCTRINATION WASMOSTLY about schedules. Medtimes, curfews, bath days, immunizations,
and other structured events that the orphans and children of socia and crimina deviants should be happy
the company chose to provide for them so their lives would not turn out as badly as those of their

parents. Newcomers would not have to worry about finding a place to deep until later. Tonight they were
to degp in anisolation hut. Tomorrow, after they were bathed, shaved, and immunized, they could be
placed in quarters with longer-term residents who would assst in their assmilation to camp life.

All during her lecture there was atantaizing smell of hot grease and grain that made the twins mouths
water. Just before the film started, a shaved-headed older boy wearing a cut-down version of the
Company Corps uniform went among them with acarry sack and dribbled afew hot, sty kernelsinto
each outstretched hand.

Then the film began, shown against the backdrop of alarge white piece of cloth, the texture of the reed
hut showing throughiit.

| can see why she offered extra food, Ronan told Murel after the film started. Thisisso lame! It's
nothing but a recruitment ad for the Corps.

| know. Pele says they’ ve shown one every other day since the Piaf arrived. Bunyon doesn’t always
offer extra food. That seems to be for our benefit.



Yeah, but | didn’t get much, did you?
A couple of pieces. Why did she bother with the come-on, do you think?
Because we're new, | guess.

Soldiers marched, singing loud songs whose lyricswere lost in the voice-over of the narrator extolling the
brilliant training and physical perfection that those who joined the Corps would achieve. Shots of them
edting delicious-|ooking food and enjoying recreetiond facilities came next. Then dl thethrilling
occupationa opportunities. Filot, engineer, communications expert...

Hey, let’s sign up to be one of those, Ro said. Then we could contact Marmi€' s friends.
Uh, | think they’d catch on, since they brought us from the station.
Probably.

Shetold him about the baths and what she had discussed with Pele and her family. | don’t trust that
Kai, though.

She' s not taking thiswell, that’s for sure, Ro agreed. But she knows we' re friends of Ke-ola’sand
trying to help her people, so | can’'t see why she' d mess with us.

Me either, Murd agreed. But | don't trust her, all the same.

CHAPTER 8

THE NEXT DAY they were roused by the shriek of the whistle, making them jump not only from the
thin mats on the floor of their hut but dmost out of their skinsaswell.

Rory pushed ahead of the others, whispering to Ronan as he passed him. “1 haveto gofirgt if we' re going
to makethisbdievable”

There was no breakfast and nobody expected any. One meal aday, in the evening, met the company’s
sef-imposed obligation to care for the usdless offspring of the Gwinnet prison inmeates. If they wanted
moreto edt, there was aways the opportunity to enlist offered in last night’ s film. Even those too young
to enlist could sometimes find jobs working for the soldiers at the adjoining Corpsingallation. Ple was
vague about what thiswork might involve except that older girls were sometimes used aslaundresses.

As Pele had told them, aportion of shallows just offshore was roped off and strung with nets, three of
them demarcating asmall pool, afourth stretched overhead. This, Bunyon had told them, wasto keep
the sea mongters from reaching across the net to grab the bathers, but Pele said she didn’t think there

were any seamongters and that it was actudly to keep the kids from jumping the net and trying to

escape.

Some of the kids already in the water were gpparently washing their clothes and themsalves at the same
time, asthey were still wearing their tunics. Others went bare, vigoroudy splashing each other and
sogping themsalves. On apiece of driftwood on the beach, an older kid sat shearing the head of asmaller
one, whose hair seemed to have grown out beyond the regulation stubble. Hard to tell the gender of
either kid, Murd thought, though the older on€e' s corded arms seemed masculine. None of the bathers
appeared older than Huy, and none of the girls had devel oped noticeable breasts yet. Murdl thought it
was odd that everyone was so young.



Lieutenant Bunyon and Captain Keester strolled aong behind the new kids, herding them toward the
barber.

Did you see the moony looks on their faces when they' re talking? Ronan asked. Those two are
mating. I’ d bet the first catch of the day onit.

They heard hurried footsteps approaching from the camp, and then agirl said, “ The vaccinations for the
newcomers, Doctor.” Turning, they saw that shewasin Corps uniform.

Rory, meanwhile, had reached the barber, and with uncharacteristic meekness submitted his head to the
shears. Hiswild dark curlsfell onto the sand. Through itsrain across hisface, he shot them alook Murel
hoped the camp officerswould fail to notice.

At asharp nod from the doctor, the soldier girl marched forward and shoved asmdl roll of flimsy cloth
into Rory’ s hands, then did an about-face and handed asimilar roll to each of the other children, including
thetwins

Ah, the fetching Camp Neverland uniform, Ronan said.
Murd started to shake it out.

“As| mentioned during indoctrination,” Lieutenant Bunyon said, taking her eyes awvay from Captain
Keester long enough to lecture the new kids, “the company, recognizing that you children were rescued
from avariety of circumstances and climatic conditions, has thoughtfully provided these smple,
easy-to-wear, and easy-to-care-for garments. They’ll be much more comfortable than those hot ship
suits some of you are wearing. Y ou can put them on once you' ve bathed.”

Rory laid his new uniform on the ground beside those of the other kids and jumped into the water,
wading out aways, then dogpaddling for awhile before bringing hisarmstogether in front of himina
surfacedive.

Pele and her rdativesran in the water. Meanwhile Rory and the other kids from the space station lined
up for the barber. He was very quick, and one by one they left their dark hair on the beach, tossed both
old and new garments aside, and waded into the water.

Pele shot Murel and Ronan alook, and Kai’ s glance followed. As soon as Pele saw that Ka was
watching, she pretended to be splashing her other brothers and sisters and washing vigoroudly.

Pele seemed to take it for granted that the twins would be able to rescue everyone, asthey’ d helped do
on Halau. Some of the others, Murd felt sure, were thinking that if she and Ronan were prisoners
themselves, they were in no position to rescue anybody. Kai was no longer openly hostile, but her
hooded eyes seemed to Murel to say, “Well, hero twins, not so clever now, are you? Got us off Halau so
we could come to this dump and our families could go to prison.” Or worse, “I wonder what they’ |l do
with you here when you turn into sedls like you did in the underground cands.”

Rory had told them he felt sure his grandmother, the shape-shifter-obsessed Dr. Maria Mabo, had
something to do with the families being transported from Versailles Sation.

The thought that Dr. Mabo might be involved made Murel shudder. Dr. Mabo had lured Ronan into a
Situation where he' d been forced to change, and she knew about her aswell. The doctor’ s fondest wish
seemed to be to discover what made them and other shape shifters, like the Honus, transform. Neither
Murel nor Ronan had any doubt that their former teacher would take them apart piece by piecein an
effort to find the secret of their transformation.



But Dr. Mabo had fled Versailles Sation ahead of Marmi€' s security. Asfar asthe twinsknew, she
was gtill lying low. If she was anywhere near here, it was probably as a prisoner.

“Ow!” Ronan cried, and before Murd could turn back to see what had made him holler, she felt the sting
in her hip. Lieutenant Bunyon grabbed her shoulder so shedidn't jerk away, but the doctor was aready
withdrawing the gun before she knew what was happening.

By then Ronan was sitting at the feet of the barber and having his head shaved. Then it was her turn.

Come on, Mur, her brother urged as, ba d-headed, he turned toward the water. She hung back,
unexpectedly and totaly irrationaly unwilling to give up her hair and hating to be pushed into it. She
didn’t know why she felt that way. Her dark brown hair was no different than that of most of the people
she knew at home, and sheworeit cut just below her ears, but it was hers. She hardly recognized Ro
now without his, and suddenly fdt like she was |osing who she was. She had given up being home, where
shewas loved, given up freedom, and now her hair? It was too much.

No! You look funny, she said, baking.

No, you look funny. | look like everybody else. We need to blend in if we're going to find a way out
to help Marmie and the others.

Asthey’ d planned the night before, Rory waded out of the water and dragged Ronan, till in hisdry suit,
into it. Rory yelled and whooped like he intended to drown Ronan, though Murd was sure he was only
horsing around. Since they’ d arrived together and had apparently been friends the night before, they
hoped it would look like that to the camp officiadstoo. They aso hoped the camp officials would not see
fittointervene.

Rory grabbed Ronan around the neck and pulled him headfirst under the water. Ronan didn’t seem to be
struggling too much, and hewasn't caling for help.

“Comeon, kid, you'remy last for the day,” the barber said to Muredl in asqueaky voice that couldn’t
decideif it was grown-up or not. He beckoned to her impatiently.

Cringing, Murd squatted at hisfeet, carefully keeping the weight off her punctured hip. The shears
buzzed over her scalp, which at first felt cooler asthe weight of her hair lifted and dropped to her
shoulders and the ground. The truth was, the dry suit was hot, and perspiration made thefaling hair stick
itchily to her face and neck. The tunic uniformswould be much cooler to wear, and the water |ooked o
refreshing.

The barber tapped her on the shoulder and pointed to the water. She rose reluctantly to her feet and
took two dow steps toward the beach.

Two wet, dark-skinned Kanaka kids who appeared quite abit younger than she ran out of the water and
dragged her into it, dry suit and dl. They were very strong, despite their size, and she couldn’t pull away
from them. But thiswas Pel€ s plan, and the jeering laughs didn’t match the conspiratorial looksin their
eyeswhen they deliberately met hers.

Where were Ronan and Rory? She couldn’t see either of them now.
Ro?
To her relief, he reponded immediately.

It'sokay, sis. I’'m clear and so far none of the advertised sea monsters have showed up, save



yourstruly. Rory helped me out of my dry suit so | could change on the other side of the net. He'll
lift the net so you can get under without being seen while you' re changing. It's open water out
here, warm, but good and deep.

Good, well, here goes nothing. | hope there’ s enough of Ke-ola’ s kinfolk to keep the other kids
from seeing me change. Except for Kai, they' re all awfully little.

You'll be grand, sis, sure you will, Ro told her, sounding just like Da.

Asthe two Kanaka kids dragged Murel into the water, three more jumped on top of her asif trying to
drown her, but they provided cover as her face changed and her hands became flippers, bound
awkwardly by the confines of her dry suit. They swam aswell asthey walked. Murd found that odd,
since Halau' swater supply was underground and the Kanakas had gone there mostly to take shelter
from the meteor showers. If the seaturtle people, Ke-ola s people, went down there to visit the Honus,
and the shark people visited their Mano’ aumakuasin the subterranean lake, then perhaps that was where
they aso became so well accustomed to the water. There was an awful ot yet to learn about them.

Before Murel swam under the net, two of her “ attackers’ peeled her dry suit over her flippers, freeing her
body. Murel had explained the need for thisto Pele during their talk. The little hands were quick and
gentle, asthey would have been with their Honus or Manos. They seemed to have even more of an
affinity for her sea-creature sdf than they did for her asafdlow human, and to easily anticipate where
she' d have difficulty with adeeve or extricating aflipper. Since they had some interspecies
communication with their seagoing aumakuas, asthey called their clan’ stotem animals, it seemed to
impart some genera telepathic ability, or a least empathy, that extended to her and Ronan. Y ou could
take the kids out of the sea, but not the seaout of the kids, so to speak. Even after generations of
separation from their original homeland, they were il attuned to it and itsinhabitants.

They probably would have figured out what she needed even if they hadn’t planned it &l ahead of time,
because it wouldn’t be a common occurrence to see ased struggling with human clothing.

Tiny hands stuffed her suit back into its pouch on her back, and with afind pat, the youngsters withdrew
far enough to give her freedom of motion.

Rory suddenly appeared in front her and lifted the hem of aweighted net. She wondered briefly what
good it did to have a net the kids only had to lift in order to swim to freedom. But freedom to do what?
How many child inmates could turn into seals and swim asfar as she and Ronan could? Maybe the net
was supposed to keep other creatures out.

Pushing that thought aside, she swam under and joined Ronan, who waited for her alittle offshore. They
swam out to seq, diving and legping over each other, feding free for thefirst time since they had left the
dienship.

Each of them caught a strange-looking flat fish from a school swimming past. Mure fdt refreshed enough
to think again. We should swim around the island and explore what’ s there, shetold Ronan.

And we explain our absence how? her brother asked.

We don’t. We can’'t do anybody any good cooped up in the children’s camp. We'll keep free till we
find a way to release everyone else.

Okay, but we should also swim back to the main prison and see if we can find a way inside it from
the shoreline. If we can, then we might be able to get our people out that way, as well. Hmmm, I’l|
bet there are sewers that empty into the sea. He said it asif heliked the idea of swimming in sewers.



Sawers? she asked with distaste.

Yes, in the stories | read while we were at Marmie's, fortresses always had sewers prisoners could
use to escape.

| just hope the people who built the prison didn’t read the same stories, Murd said. What | was
thinking is that we might be able to swim over to the soldiers' encampment at night and sneak
into their com shed and use their equipment to call for help.

Oh, well, yeah, if they have anything there that will go offworld, Ronan said. | doubt they' d keep
their long-range equipment here. It'll be back at the prison where the admin people are.

You don’'t know that. You just want to swimin the sewer. Hey, Sky didn’t come over here with us.
She looked around and started using her sonar to call.

| hope he didn’t get trapped on the ship. Ronan started caling too, but athough their sonar didn’t pick
up any otter-shaped creatures of any variety, it did warn of the approach of something large and
threstening.

They began swimming for al they were worth, sounding for obstaclesin their path and dodging or diving
to evade them.

Thisisno good, Murd said. We can keep from getting eaten but we still can’t see what’s on the
island. | want to look around.

Fine, you check the surface and I’ll swim underwater and check for trouble.

We have to stay in close to shore if we' re going to see anything, she sad, so they svam in until they
were just beyond an area where the shoreline dropped off steeply into much deeper waters. They soon

discovered that the net strung to contain the bathing children followed the line of aledge that ran most of
theway around theidand. At itswidest point, the ledge extended about twenty feet from shore.

Onthefar Sde, theidand ended abruptly in cliffsrising dmaost two hundred feet above the waves
crashing againgt itsrocky base, with aledge receding into steep dliffs.

There' sa nice waterfall, Murd said, indicating aplume of water spurting from the dliff.
Maybe it’ s from a sewer, Ronan suggested hopefully.

You and your sewers. Everything seems to be on the other side of theisland. It doesn’t ook to me
like there's anyplace sewers would drain from. It’sjust runoff from a stream or rainfall probably.
But look over there at those rocks. They look like a fine place to rest and keep out of sight while
we decide what to do next.

They swam to the rocks and stretched out on the sun-warmed stones. Ronan sighed and settled down to
nap. Hisfur arted to disappear, and Murel jumped into the tepid water again, splashing him. He sat up,
looking cross. Cut it out!

You were changing, shesaid.
So what? Who' s going to know?

In the distance they heard the roar of amotor. A small boat had zipped out from shore, avee-shaped
wake spreading behind it like aflock of wild geesein flight. They're looking for us, Murd said. | hope



Rory and the Kanakas don’t get in trouble because we didn’t come back.

Me too, but maybe they won’t even notice, Ronan replied. One kid with a shaved head probably
looks like another to them. Did you notice our welcoming committee didn’t even call us by name?
Pretty sloppy, I'd say, but it’ s like they don’t much care who we are. | hope the little tiff with Kai
didn’'t call attention to usin particular.

| don’'t think it did. They didn’t intervene or anything. We all just seem to be a bunch of brats who
for some reason may have our uses as far as they' re concerned. Which is a good thing. | mean,
what if Dr. Mabo were here, as Rory seemed afraid she might be? She'd be over hereinaflashto
collect us and vivisect us. She had aworrying thought then. | suppose they might have counted us
and realized that two were missing.

Maybe, but I’'m not sure they’d care if they thought we' d drowned, Ronan said.

Murel flopped back up onto the nearest rock and stretched out to bask. The sun made her drowsy. |
wonder if there are other sealsin this ocean, she mused. If not, we may have a hard time blending
in with the local sea life.

We can always hide underwater, Ronan said.

| wish we hadn’t had to change right away. We could have found out more about the camp if we
had stayed there for a while.

We Il go back and check it out later, Ronan said.
How' sthat?

If they haven’t missed us, we can always just go back next bath day and put on those tunics and
make like nothing happened. Even if we don’t go back into the compound, we can talk to Rory
and learn more about what’ s happening in the camp.

| hope we' ve done the right thing, Murd fretted. | hope they don’t punish himor Pele's family
because of us.

CHAPTER 9

ZUZU CRINGED IN the stinking shadows, her mottled brown and gray fur standing at attention. Therat
glared at her through itslittle red eyes, and she glared &t it, her earsflat, her short curl of tail jerking. This
was not only akill-or-be-killed situation, it was an eat-or-be-eaten situation. The rats here were amost
aslarge as she was. Her personal dish full of tasty and nutritious kibble and her bowl of clear water,
aways kept full and fresh, were only dreams now. Her formerly fluffy clean fur was matted and dmost
too filthy to clean. She had lost her firm plumpness, as catching her food and avoiding capture took a
great dedl of energy. She ate snake, lizard, rat, and roach, and their blood and fluids were her only drink.

Shedid not lack prey, at least. She would have had her choice among them, except that some, likethis
large rat, appeared to have chosen her for prey. Hisfangs were yelow and broken. Hers were pearly
and sharp.

He snarled and charged at her.

She had nowhere to go but up. She legpt straight into the air, and when the rat reached the spot where



she had been, she landed on his back and snapped his neck with one well-placed bite.

Her maman had trained her properly in vermin eradication. Although the Piaf had not been plagued by
vermin, she kept her skills honed in mock battle with favored crew members, who covered their
appendages with padding when they sparred with her.

She dabbed at the rat with a paw to make sure it wasredlly dead. It was avery large rat, more than she
could eat. A fine, fat rat, fit for either acat or aqueen. Zuzu was not especidly hungry at the moment, but
the rat smelled delicious, far too good to waste. Shelooked down the dim prison corridor. It was along,
long way to where her best friend was imprisoned, and dragging this huge brute of arat would be quite a
task, but perhaps Adrienne would be more sensible today.

Taking her kill’ s scruff firmly between her teeth asif he were akitten, she dragged his carcass over the
streaked and smelly plascrete floor, keeping to the shadows as much as she could while staying out of
reach of anyonein the cellswho might steal her prey or grab at her.

But if anyone saw her, they gave no indication. Her coloring alowed her to disappear into thewalsand
floor. If anyone saw her darting past, they might mistake her for another rat. No one was looking for a
ship’scat in aprison, so nobody saw her. The guards stayed on the other side of the barred gates at
each end of each corridor and often dept or played games. Sometimes they took a prisoner out thereto
play with, as she might play with atoy mouse.

Adrienne s cell was at the end of this corridor, so Zuzu would not have to haul her rat through one of the
guard gations. It was heavy work nonetheless. The rat hung down so far benegth her she had trouble
getting two opposing paws on the floor at the same time and had to waddle, propelling herself and her
prey forward with her left forepaw and hind paw, then her right, while keeping dert for other rats or the
guards.

At last she caught her friend' s scent and dragged the prey through the bars separating them. Adrienne
was degping. Zuzu laid her prize on the floor where her friend could hardly missit, then hopped onto her
chest, kneading the fabric of the ugly prison coverdl and peering into Adrienne’ s partly open mouith.
Adrienne opened her eyesand let out alittle yelp. Before Zuzu found her, Adrienne had been awakened
by other creatures, not so friendly or familiar. Now, however, she smiled and reached up to touch Zuzu's
coat. As soon as she did that, Zuzu jumped to the floor and stood by therat, purring encouragingly.

Take it, shesaid slently to her friend, who had grown thin and pae since her imprisonment.

“Oh, merde!” Adrienne exclaimed, shoving therat away with her bare foot. Zuzu camly nudged it back
a her.

Do be sensible and eat something, Zuzu tried to tell her. You need to keep up your strength. | even
killed it for you thistime, though as I’ ve repeatedly tried to tell you, you should start hunting for
yourself. You're a bit slow, but you do have an advantage over them with your size. They're
bigger than | am, but | manage, so you can too, if you'll only try.

Adrienne did not touch the food but did lean over to stroke Zuzu' s back. Before the cat could get agood
purr rumbling, however, doors clanged open down the corridor and apair of husky guards marched
down it. The norma hum of activity in the cdlls quieted, making the guards footsteps sound unnaturally
loud.

Zuzu zipped benegth Adrienne' s cot and shrank as small as she could in the most shadowy corner.

Justintime. Theguards heavy boots stopped outside Adrienne s cell and a scratchy female voice said,



“Okay, Robineau, let’'sgo.”

Adrienne was frightened. Zuzu could smdll it. She had seen other crew membersreturned to their cells
looking asif they’ d been caught in the middle of adogfight. But Adrienne was angry, aswell. If she had
been acat, her fur would have been ridged adong her arched back and she' d have spit at the guards. It
wasal Zuzu could do to keep from hissing, but she kept as ill as she did when hunting. The cell door
opened and Adrienne stood. “Where are you taking me?’

“To teawith the commandant, of course,” one woman sneered. “He' s ever o interested to hear al about
your former career.”

“Don’t worry, honey,” the other woman said. “ Y ou're on the smal side but sturdy looking. And
everyone's been told not to leave any marks—just in case.”

“Dammit, Griz, you didn’t haveto tell her that. Y ou and your compassonate nature!” Thefirst guard
snorted.

“I' know. I know. ' Course, most eectrical conversation starters don't leave marks to speak of. At least
nothing that can be detected without an autopsy.”

Zuzu wanted to legp from her hiding place and claw their eyes out, but she knew the prison well enough
now to know she was outnumbered. Best to keep till, stay low, and follow. Possibly there would be
something she could do to help if she was close enough. But not too close. These guards were not cat
lovers, shejust knew it.

Shortly after Zuzu had dipped into the prison on Dr. Mabo' s hedl's, she had discovered a secret about i,
about where the rats and other vermin came from and why the prison cells were so miserably hot. In
Spite of the solid look of the tough plascrete and metal bars—all of which gave the impression that the
prison had stood there stinking for many years, rising out of the native stone—it was assembled from
modular units. Thisfloor contained four ranks of cdlls, two ranks each flanking the centrd corridors,
which were secured with bars a either end. There were similar floors above and below thisone. But
where the stony-looking covering had been pried away by rats or eroded by wear and the horrible
strong-smelling chemicals used by more manageabl e prisonersto clean the place, asmall cat could dso
enter and, with alittle maneuvering, run in the space behind the abutting cll modules, or dink along the
top of the modules on each floor. There was no room for the smallest human, but for arat-fed cat there
was adequate space to follow her human’ s tormentors.

AsAdriennewas led away, the other prisoners either jeered or called what encouragement they could,
but their attention was diverted from the cell, which suited Zuzu. She squeezed through the bars and
inched her way benegth the bars until she cameto the nearest rat hole, which gave her accessto the
gpace between the floors of Adrienne' sblock and the ceilings of the block below. The thumping
footsteps of the guards and Adrienne slighter ones vibrated the underside of the corridor above her, and
shefollowed them easily. Thetrick would be finding another opening farther ong, so she could come

out again.

Zuzu followed until she heard one of the guards order Adrienne into aroom and then heard a door
damming. She crept to aspot right below the center of that room and crouched, waiting, but nothing
happened. Her tight little curl of atail twitched—not with impatience, because she was a supremely
patient hunter and stalker, but from anxiety for Adrienne.

After afew moments she sat up on her haunches and looked around. On her journey from Adrienne's
cdll, the cat had kept alookout for light shining in from morerat holes. There were three, but shedidn’t
know exactly where the holes were on this side of the bars. Rotating her earsto keep dert for any sound



indicating that Adrienne was under interrogation or smply being chatted up, Zuzu cautioudy srolled over
to the gap between offices and looked down the length of the modules on her side, searching for more
crude rat-shaped windows on the outer world.

Under the next room she heard voices—one familiar and beloved, one hateful and vicious. Her fur
bristled at the sound of it, though the vicious voice was speaking so softly she could not make out the
words. Madame Marmion, the other speaker, spoke camly, but the cat sensed the tension undernesath.

“I do not see what isto be gained by tormenting my crew, Mgor. We have no secrets and we have done
nothing wrong. Y ou cannot keep us here forever, and once we are free, you will be held responsible for
any harm that befadlsus.”

“Yes, but some of you will bejust as dead, or inconvenienced by the absence of certain bodily parts or
functions,” the man said. “Y ou overestimate your importance in the galactic scheme of things, Madame.
Y ou have more influential enemiesthan you redize.”

“And morefriends, | trugt, than you can fit into this prison.”

“Y our first mate will be paying for your arrogance in amoment. | trust your ringside seat here alowed
you to see and hear everything that happened there when the communications officer was questioned.”

Madame said nothing, but Zuzu sensed her pain and fear. Ears dert, she prowled her way under two
more chambers, at last spotting another smal hole leading into the corridor. Heading for it, she heard
loud voices.

Zuzu peeked out the hole but could see nothing. The voices were coming from a corridor perpendicular
to the one she occupied, around a bend. She could smell something odd, though, something not rat, not
humean, yet familiar.

Squeezing through the hole, she crept down the vacant corridor, keeping closeto thewall. To her relief,
she passed alow grid improperly attached to the wall. It no doubt covered aduct, and it would do for a
cat’ s bolt-hole if the need arose. She brushed past it, ears pricked.

“Thereit goed Zapit! Zapit!” someone cried.

A szzlelike alaser blast sounded from farther indde the administration area. “ Damn, missed!” the
apparent shooter exclaimed.

“What the hell wasthat?”’
Claws scrabbled down the corridor.
“Biggest damnrat | ever saw. Comeon, let’ sget it!”

Far down the corridor behind Zuzu, the door to Madame's chamber dammed open and shut. She
hugged the wall. The man who had spoken to Madame stalked forward. “What the frag is going on out
there?’ he demanded.

“Sorry, sr. Nagy shot at arat.”

Madame' s captor strode past her so closaly he almost kicked her. She was very glad she did not have
the usud sort of long loosetail for him to step on.

He marched up to the other men, and very quietly, very dowly, the creature began moving toward her
agan.



She heard its dightly labored bresth and smelled astrong odor of fish.
A friend who is not an otter and not a seal!

Zuzu clearly heard itsthoughts, and it didn’t fed rat-shaped. Nevertheless, she hissed in warning. The
not-rat ignored her, poking along brown nose around the corner.

Zuzu raised apaw to stripe the nose, should it be so impertinent as to venture within her personal space,
but before she could attack, the rest of the creature followed the nose, bending its brown salf around the
corner againg the wal’ sdark molding and bowling her over initsjoy to see her.

Cat? It was SKky, the otter. She had been too preoccupied to recognize him by hisfish-breath, but now
his other quite strong parfum was aso in overpowering evidence. Much to her relief, herolled off her.

Otter! shereplied. Thereis not a moment to waste, mon ami. WWe must conceal ourselves. Allez.

She bolted back to the loose grid and squeezed through it, aided by the weight of the otter pushing
behind her. With awhip of hislong flat tall, he pulled the last of himself in behind her, while outside,
Madame' stormentor and his evil minions ssomped down the corridor, searching for their prey.

“What wasit?’ the officer demanded.

“Biggest rat I’ ve ever seen, Sir. The warden could have mounted the thing’shead on hiswall for a

trophy.”

“What wasit doing here?’ the officer asked. “Rats are not authorized in this section of the building. The
warden doesn’t mind them in the cell blocks—saysit adds to the ambience—but they don’t belong here.
Unsanitary. Catchit.”

“Beglad to, but where' d the damn thing go?’ guard number one said.

“It disappeared,” number two replied, not without admiration. “They do that, you know. Rats are smart,
and that huge sucker had to be the king of dl rats.”

“Didn't look likearat to me,” number threeinssted.

“Find it and exterminateit, and al of itslittlerat friends who can't stay where they belong,” the officer
said. “And be quiet about it. | have prisonersto interrogate.”

13 Y$’ S r.))
| know you, cat, the otter told Zuzu. You are the space cat.

Maisoui, | am Zuzu, advisor to the first mate of the Piaf. And you also are known to me, although
as yet we have not made the formal acquaintance.

| am the sky otter who dens with the river seal twins. We are friends. Friends means relatives who
are not otters. You are not an otter but you are pretty and clever. Otters notice these things.

Zuzu remembered the otter well. For a creature who was not feline, he had a certain je ne sais quoai. It
would be good to have afour-legged dly with friends who were the dlies of her friends.

Her welcoming purr was interrupted by a piercing scream.

Adrienne! she cried, recognizing her human'svoice. It did not sound like pain so much asrage, but she



felt that that would soon be atered.
Sharks? Sky asked anxioudly.

Worse! Zuzutold him. Allez, dlez, sky otter. My Adrienne is about to be tortured. But as shetried to
run forward, she found that she and the otter were confined within arectangular tube just big enough for
each of them to passthrough singly. Alors! We find ourselves in the conduit for the air, shetold her
companion. This affords us less freedom of movement than | would wish, and is somewhat
disorienting, but my sense of direction is very keen, and aboard the Raf, | have often traveled in
narrow places without losing my composure. The chamber de torture lies this way.

What istorture? Sky asked, hislong body rippling aong behind hers.

When people claw and rend other people whose claws are sheathed so they cannot fight back. |
saw Monsieur Steve when he had been tortured. He looked like a rat a moment before | am done
with it, but they did not finish himwith a quick bite to the neck.

Not sharks, then, Sky said, sounding relieved. Sharks have hundreds of sharp teeth. They kill quick.
They found the grid covering the opening of the vent into the chamber.

Within the room, they saw the bound feet of Adrienne being circled by the deliberately dow and taunting
footsteps of the interrogation officer. The cruel voice droned on and on, saying dreadful things. The
essence of the tormentor’ s message was that Adrienne was abad cat who peed upon upholstery and
produced hair balsin inconvenient places, that nobody liked her and she deserved punishment from
which she could only redeem herself by cooperating with her captors. Zuzu heard nothing from Adrienne
but assumed her poor amie was capable of hearing or the voice would not continue droning.

That human is no friend, Sky observed.

Thefeine had no inclination to discuss the obvious. We must act quickly, otter. But how to make them
leave her alone? You saw how they pursued and threatened you, who had done them no harm.
They have no respect for those with the correct number of legs. We must send them a message,

but they do not speak our language.

Otters send messages.
But how? How will you make them understand it? Make them leave?

They will not understand it because they are not otters and do not know the scent signs. But they
will leave. He shook histail and ripples ran down his deek body as he expelled what was left in his
digestive sysem.

The smell was overpowering in the enclosed space. From some central place within the system afan
enhanced the otter’ s odiferous efforts. Zuzu set to work augmenting the otterly offerings with her own.

The man’svoice broke off. He sniffed, he gagged, he coughed, then the door dammed again and he
bellowed down the halway, caling for his underlings, demanding to know what stank so badly.

Zuzu feared that such bad men would lack the sengitivity to have their evil work disrupted by little more
than noisome piles of poo, but as the man stomped into the hall, he called back to Adrienne. “ Sit there
and choke on the stench, bitch. I'll dedl with you later.”

Otter, you are a creature of great resourcefulness. Never did | know that otter excrement smelled



bad enough to drive away evildoers.

Itisn’t just the scat, cat. Otters use scent for messages. | sent the man a very angry message and
told himto stop hurting your friend. | do not think he understands otter scent messages, but he
seems to have understood that one.

CHAPTER 10

WHEN YANA'’S TEAM passed the engine room, they shed amember, Rick, who entered the room as
if reporting for his shift, going straight to the duty station asthey had planned and saluting the man aready
there. That man returned the salute, made an about-face, and headed gratefully for the crew’ s quarters.
There would not be alot going on in the engine room while the ship was docked, and they were counting
on the crew being bored and somewhat dlack.

After Rick |eft, the team had five minutes to reach the bridge. Y ana had not been on atroop ship for
more than adecade, but she was relieved to find that this was a vintage model that dated back to her
daysinthe Corps. Same dingy beige paint, same sharp corners and textured metd corridors, same
gridded stairs. She would have expected to fed right at home here, on the same sort of vessel where she
had spent much of her career, but despite the familiarity, shefound it oppressive and confining. Her entire
cabin on Petaybee would have fit in asmall section of the ship’smain corridor, but she' d grown used to
windows and a door she could walk through to the outdoors.

Or maybeit just had to do with the fact that she was no longer on aship full of comrades. Except for the
four people with whom she' d boarded, she was surrounded by enemies. In her experience, that tended
to make onefed confined.

Crew members had passed them without a second look so far, but she knew it was just amatter of time
before someone who was looking for distraction from routine duties would redlize they were not the
people their name tags claimed them to be.

Pet Chan marched into the security control center, where cameras, monitors, and extraweapons were
kept.

The bridge wasin sight when Rgl Norman took his planned detour and disappeared through a starboard
hatch. Thiswould be where the backup generators for the bridge were located.

Y anaand Johnny stopped and positioned themsalves on either side of the entrance to the bridge as if
standing sentry. With adight crackle and aloud hum, the lights went out. A series of blips preceded
someone on the bridge saying, “ Captain, the computers are down.”

It would take afew moments before they felt the temperature dropping. Meanwhile, they would have
other problems.

With intercoms, computers, and lights down, aswell as backup generators, Y and s team was betting it
would take some time for the various sections to communicate with the bridge. The crew would be
equipped with glows and battery-powered torches, and presumably had enough surviva clothing to
wegther the storm. Their air supply was warm enough and should be sufficient for their needs. The team
could not tamper with the ship’ s oxygen mixture without suiting up in full space kit, which would have
aroused too much comment before they could put their plan into action. Besides, none of them wanted to
kill anyone—at least, Y anathought grimly, it hadn’t yet come to that—but they did need to distract the
enemy crew and cause as many to leave the ship aspossible.



The darkness would make finding the root of the mafunctions more difficult for the crew, and would so
help concedl the hopeful saboteurs.

For further distraction, hoping to drag the command staff from the bridge, they relied on another old
standby.

“Firel” The bellow was Rg Norman's, with just the right degree of panic in it, enough to bring everyone
running to where he had set adramatic but not-too-harmful blaze.

People poured past Y ana and Johnny into the corridor, their glows showing them to be the captain, first
mate, navigator, and com officer. Good. That should be everybody. With the ship docked, there was no
reason for anyone to remain on the bridge, though under normal circumstances protocol dictated that
they do so.

Y anaand Johnny dipped insde. Cursing came from down the hal asthe officers and crew fought with
thefire. Y anahoped Rg hadn’t done too good ajob of setting it. A shipboard fire was dways
dangerous, and if it got out of hand, even alittle, it could damage something vitd. They needed the ship
operationa when they were ready for it to be.

The crackling of flameswas quickly drowned out by coughing, swearing, and one male voice saying,
“Too bad we had to put it out. It' s starting to get bloody cold in here. What the frag is taking Engineering

solong, anyway?’
“Sorry, Lieutenant, there wasthisfire...” areedy voice, not without sarcasm, replied.

“And now there' snot!” the officer bellowed. Uh-oh, one of those, Y anathought. At least hislousy
disposition made him easy to hear from a distance.

She sat down at the comoff station, which she and Johnny had not rearranged, and recorded and
directed several messagesto be sent automaticaly at regular intervals once the ship was outside
Petaybee’ s magnetic field. Such automatic messages were not something acom officer would ordinarily
detect, since security software concentrated on incoming messages or possible tracking devices but not
actua outgoing communications of aroutine nature.

With that precaution in place, shejoined Johnny under the consoles, where he was busily rearranging
critical connections, swapping chips, disrupting circuits, wreaking sdective and highly specific damage
within the delicate web of wires. From the shadows cast on Johnny’ sface by her torch and hisown, it
seemed he was entangled, head first, in the trap of agiant arachnid.

Although they aimed to cause as much chaos as possible, Y anahad aparticular goa in mind. Dating from
the days when Petaybee was the property of the company, equipment had been installed at Space Base
to facilitate takeoffs from the usualy frozen surface. Ships docked on Petaybee in specific places. The
three docking bays contained socketsinto which, in winter, the ships could insert their serns and keep
their hullsfree of ice, thanksto built-in radiant thermal units. This arrangement was not unique to
Petaybee. The company controlled many planetary properties with harsh and frigid conditions, and their
ingtdlations on dl of them contained the same sockets—nicknamed “ bun warmers’—so company ships
and others with reasons to take off and land there were equipped with special controlsto activate the
coupling. The bun warmer’s controls on company ships were linked both to the bridge and to

enginesring.
L ocating the underside of the bridge-control panel, Y ana disengaged the coupling, then pocketed the

chip critical to its operation, grinning evilly to herself. Thiswasthe part of the plan that should empty the
ship of personnel so her team could hijack it.



Rick and Pet were dso busy making life difficult for the ship’s crew. Rg’ s plan wasto leave the
firefightersto it while he merrily raided the ship’sarmory, diminishing its number of incendiary devices
and purloining much of the ammunition. That should further dow the crew’ s undoing the damage the team
was wreaking on their vessel without announcing the presence of intruders.

Pet now quietly reconnected the main corridor’ s security cameras and microphones. Without lights, the
cameras picked up only the disembodied glows moving eerily if swiftly down the corridor in the direction
of Engineering. Their havoc wreaked, Johnny, Pet, Rgj, and Y anaran down the corridor to hidein plain
sght amidst the crowd outside Engineering.

The crowd, including the officers, commented on the suddenness of the power outage, the lack of lights,
the lack of heat and what to do about it, and cursed Petaybee roundly for its storm, itswinter, and its
generd lack of hospitality. Funny how, athough most of the troops had lived agood part of their livesin
space, many of them born on stations or ships, there was dtill that atavigtic part of human nature left over
from long-ago Terrathat associated bad stormswith loss of power, or at least lost amenities such as heat
and lights. In space, the ship was a biosphere, totaly self-contained. When docked, except for the bun
warmers, the same was dso true. An earthquake might topple or swallow the ship, aflood could cover it,
but blizzards normaly would have no effect on internd functions. With dl of them distracting one another
while the captain attempted to deploy specific people to fix specific problems, no one was addressing the
problem the saboteurs wanted them to worry about.

Y ana gave a huff of impatience and saluted the captain, her borrowed uniform and correct military
demeanor her best disguise. It was abit risky but they could hardly wait for the crew to discover the
larger problem for themsealves. In the blizzard raging outside, the hull would beiced over in afew minutes
and it would beimpossibleto leave the ship, much lessthe planet. “ Sir, the hull isfreezing.”

“Engineer, get those generators back online. Our connection with the bun warmer must have been
broken when the power went down. Meanwhile, al personne not essentid to reestablishing interior
function suit up for the outdoors and bring al handheld torches and therma devices you can find to thaw
thehull.”

Troopsranindl directions, and Y anaran toward the air lock with them. Thiswas the part of the plan
where she was to return to Petaybee, while Johnny, Rick, Pet, and Rg took the ship and the few
remaining crew members into space. For ahastily devised plan, it wasn't bad. It should work.

WE HAVE A couple of days until they bathe again, Murd sadfindly. So we should plan what to do
until then.

After such along stretch of doing nothing whilein the brig aboard the ship, shefelt anxiousto get Sarted
with the heroic, rescuing part of their mission. But they needed to understand where they were and what
went on here before they blundered back onto shore.

We could try infiltrating the soldiers’ camp, Ronan suggested. One bald kid probably looks pretty
much like another to them, and we could suss out the com situation.

Yes, but if we get caught doing that, it’s all over. Besides, that camp is pretty remote and there
doesn’t seemto be a proper docking bay for a full-sized ship. Anyway, | didn’t spot one from the
air. I'll bet the long-distance relay equipment is back on the mainland. Instead of hanging out here
until the next bath day, let’s see how far it is from here to the mainland and if we can swimthere
and back before we try to meet Rory again. It didn’t take all that long to get here by flitter, but
it's probably farther than the average human can swim safely or it’d be no good for isolating the



kids, would it?

Odd, when you think about it, she added. Why are they keeping the kids so far from the parents? If
they mean to use families as leverage to get information from prisoners, you' d think they’ d want
their hostages handy, wouldn’t you? | don’t think we are meant to be hostages, actually. I think
they’ ve got some other purpose, but I’'m beached if | know what it is.

We' Il know more once we talk to Rory again, Ronan said, poising on the ledge and leaning forward,
nose down and ready to dive. For now, last onein is shark bait!

Except for being warmer, the sea here was much like Petaybee’s; it was especialy smilar to the part
near Petaybee’ s new volcano. Only afew leagues from their rock the smell of sulfur grew strong asthe
seafloor began spiking black smokers, the chimneys made from the hardened minera content of the
subterranean gases escaping through the crust. The creatures dwelling there paid them no more mind than
did the giant white clams and crabs on Petaybee. Bouquets of red and white tube worms blossomed on
the outer dopes of some of them and lined crevassesin the floor. They evaded the worst of the
superheated, acidic waters by swimming close to the surface, working their sonar, aert for sharks,
whales, other sedls, or schools of tasty fish.

Therewere alot of fish, but they detected no other marine mamma s whatsoever, much less sea
mongters.

That’s a bit odd, don’t you think? Ronan said.

Not really, Murd replied. Remember that everything—well, almost everything—that came to
Petaybee was stocked there by the company. Maybe they didn’t see any reason to put seals here,
or whales or the other species.

There goes our clever disguise.

Maybe, or it could be everything migrates away from here about now, or there’s mating going on
elsewhere, or any number of reasons we don’t know about. Murdl was actudly relieved that they
hadn’t had to explain themsalves to the resident sea creatures yet. That was always assuming the
creatures shared thought patternsin smilar language—she had read somewhere that long ago, on Terra,
when the world had grown up of its own accord, the animals of the seas were thought to speak languages
as varied asthe peoples on the land. But she thought that if the company had stocked al of its client
worlds, surdly al of the creatures would spesk aversion of Standard, smilar to the universa human
tongue. Shewondered if they’ d think she and Ro spoke it with a Petaybean accent, or didect. Even if
they could understand each other, that didn’t mean that the animals here, including sedl's, would be
friendly. Most specieswere a least somewhat territoria, and families of sealswould not necessarily
welcome interlopers such as themsdlves.

Then there were the leopard sedls. They didn’t have them on the northern pole of Petaybee, but the
southern pole did, and she had heard tales of how they ate other seds and anything ese, including
humans sometimes. What had the company been thinking to let them on Petaybee? Dawould say
everything had a place and a purpose, but she couldn’t think of any reason for such nasty animals except
maybe for parka covers.

They continued to swim across the water from theidand in the direction of the mainland, hoping their
headings would fetch them up there. The water was far warmer than they were used to and made them
fed duggish.

There' sland around here somewhere, Ronan said, sounding exasperated. We know that much, but |



could use a nice little rocky island to sun on for a bit now. Thisisfarther than | thought.
It probably won’t seem so long once we know our way, Murdl answered.

Their sonar picked up the landmass|ong before they could see it across the heaving hillocks of the sea.
On thewhole, the water was reasonably cam. What swell there was they could easily circumvent most
of thetime by swimming benesth the surface, where the egting was better anyway. Also, staying
underwater gave them the opportunity to study the topography of the sea bottom in order to identify
reference points that would make finding their way back and forth less chancy.

Therewas actudly arange of underwater mountains a couple of miles offshore, and a corresponding
deep valley or trough. They dove down the far side of amountain to sussit out.

Through the darkness and the murk they saw ghostly pae, waving tendrils with what looked like leaves
on the ends of very long stems. Asthey drew nearer, they could see that the stalks grew from beds of
shorter stalks, likegrass, dl of it waving, rising out of the degp ocean to meet them, seeming to reach for
them.

Seeming nothing! Before they had quite seen enough to be able to count the number of bladesin each
cluster or how many clustersthere were, they were staring into huge bulging eyes.

Hello, Ronan greeted them. What are you called? We're selkies, sealsright at the moment, as you
see, but often human beings. We're from a planet called Petaybee and we don’t have anyone like
you there. What are you?

Hungry. The thought was not in any language they knew but the sentiment was perfectly clear. The lesf
ends of the long tentacles were close enough now for them to see the suckers on them, and the barbsin
the suckers. Four pairs of huge unblinking eyes grew even more huge as the creatures rose up.

Okay, Murd said to Ronan, we' ve seen that there are large animals. You' ve introduced us properly
and said hello. Now let’s get out of here, shall we?

Why should they attack us when there are all of these lovely fish around? Ronan asked, but it wasa
rhetorica question, as he had aready turned his nose toward the surface.

Before she could reply, she saw awhiplike movement from the corner of her eye, and atentacle lashed
out and dragged Ronan backward. He screamed.

His captor’ s other tentacle was engaged in fending off its three companions, who seemed momentarily
moreinterested in demanding that it share Ronan than in capturing Murel. Nevertheless, she shot toward
the surface. She couldn’t do Ro any good if shewas in the same position he was. Two of the creatures
abandoned the one who had Ro and followed her at a distance, but when she was about halfway to the
surface they fell back.

She broke through the water, caught her breath, and dived again, but Ronan and his captors were
nowhere to be found. Frightened, she called to him, using her sonar. Hold on, Ro, I'm coming!

It's dragging me down, hereplied at last, and through him she sensed the painful suckersthat held him
in the condricting grip of the large tentacle pulling him toward the thing' s besk.

Can't you dlip out somehow?

No. It’ s like being bitten by a school of sharp-toothed fish hanging on for dear life.



Biteit!
Can'treach...

Murd’s sonar homed in on him and helped her evade the tentacl es that were attempting to snag her
flippers or head. One passed close to her nose and she snapped at it, tearing away arubbery writhing
chunk. It tasted like cat pee smdlled, strong and full of ammonia

Another tentacle had begun reaching for her, but when she bit the first one, the second one contracted as
if with the pain, and the creature gave off a squesky-feding subvocdization. So it had a central nervous
system of some kind. Good. She meant to hurt it until it turned her brother loose.

Suddenly the water around her grew even darker and she could no longer see the creature, though her
sonar told her it was there and she paid very close attention to where its appendages—and its
friends—were.

She had to reach Ro before the monster pulled him to a depth where seals could not survive.

Swimming through the opague weter, she dove nosefirst into Ro, who was being dragged toward the
cresture and the bottom at the sametime.

She wished she werein human form and had hands and maybe aknife or aharpoon aswell.

Ronan fdt her coming and sent awarning, full of pain and fear: Look out for the hooks. If you bite it,
the barbswill sink into your mouth and it’ |l have you too.

Using her sonar more precisely than she ever had before, she maneuvered around the tentacles, out of
reach of the waving arms and away from Ro, caught the creature’ sfin in her mouth, then pulled her
flippersforward and raked the body with her claws. Petaybean seals had long, strong, curved claws at
the ends of their flippersto break through theice on rivers or haul themselves onto icebergs. Hers came
in handy for climbing higher onto the squidlike creature, giving her teeth another placeto biteit asshe
worked her way toward the eyes, clawing and biting tracks and holesin the soft flesh as she went. Its
eyeswere at the front of this solid bodylike part, and she knew that its brain probably wastoo. Onelong
tentacle was occupied with trying to feed Ro to the body. Shejust had to stay out of the way of the
remaining tentacle and the arms and tear her way through to something vital or sensitive enough to make
it release Ro and—

Mine! Ro’s captor broadcast the distinctly possessive thought.

The club end of the tentacle of another squid lashed down at Murdl, but she threw her weight sideways,
gl hanging on with flippers and mouth. The barbed and suckered appendage grazed her face on the
sde. Her fur provided some small amount of protection, but pain still shot through her cheek and into her
eye socket and head. Sherolled over and over with the squid’ sbody in her grasp, while the long, barbed
tentacle rolled too, aloop of it wrapping around her shoulders, its suckers latching onto her hide.

Mine! the second squid echoed asit unwound itself dightly. Mure felt Ronan’ srelief as he dipped from
itsdackened grasp. It flailed out to recapture him, the tentacle bobbing and weaving like a huge snake
confused about where to strike, but he propelled himsdlf upward and avoided the clubbed feeder
tentacle, which instead connected with the other attacking squid.

Let go, Sis, I’ mfree. Ro'sthought-voice penetrated her concentration. Let go and surface. It' s diving!

Can't. I'm caught, she said. Between the tentacle and aien body compressing her throat and the
pressure of the dive, the breath she' d stored was being squeezed out of her. Bite the one attacking me



in the butt, Ro, but look out for other tentacles.

Let go of her, you multiarmed freak! She heard Ro’s challenge asif it came from far away. Another
tentacle lashed out from somewhere but she was so weak she could no longer tell which of the two
mongtersit belonged to.

Soon she would not have enough breath to surface. Could sedls drown? She felt light-headed already.
For amoment longer she was dimly aware of Ro’ s thought-voice, and then her mind suddenly went as
dark astheink-stained water.

FLOATING ON THE surface, drifting on the duggish tide, riding the crest of the swellsand wallowingin
the troughs without volition, the two battered seals washed dowly toward the shore. One had patches of
fur ripped from his side, the other had a bare raw patch on the side of her face and angry-looking circular
sores across her upper back. One of her claws was gone, while the male was missing a piece of arear

flipper.

gs?

She opened one eye. The other was swollen shut. Ro? | had the worst nightmare.
Sorry, wish it was, but we're not out of it yet.

Something was dragging us down. | was about to pop for want of air and—ow, my face and back!
| remember. The monsters.

Squid, | think, hesaid. Like in 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea, remember? We watched it at
Marmie s once. Then | read the book. Now we' ve been attacked by some. | must say | preferred
both the vid and the book to the actual experience, but at least we're alive to make the
comparison.

| remember the squid, but how did we get away? You had to be as weak as | was.

Pretty much, yeah, though | didn’t get choked like you did and | managed to bring my hind flipper
up enough to keep the tentacle from crushing me before you made it let me go. It was the other
squid attacking that freed us. Well, | did have to bite through the tentacle the second squid had
wrapped around you, but it was busy fighting off the one that had had me, so it wasn’t really
paying attention. | think squid one thought squid two attacked it to take its prey—that would be
me, and probably you for afters. When you attacked it and then the other squid nailed it too, it
released its grip on me enough that | bit myself free. Those thingstaste like cat piss, did you
notice?

Yeah, she agreed, and if she' d been in human form she would have made aface.

Then while they were slapping at each other, | got you loose and swam for it with you. The others
had lost interest in us or were placing bets on who'd win the fight, | don’t know, but nothing
followed usto the surface.

She spotted something and rolled to one side. | think you’ re wrong about that. Look. Two
bloated-looking bodies, one with scratch and bite marks aong the length of it, the other with smilar but
not as severe marks, bobbed up afew feet away from where the twins floated. The arms and feeder
tentacles drifted listlesdy, washing to and fro with theroll of the waves.



Either squid can play possum or they're dead, Ro said. Do you think we killed them, or did they
kill each other?

| don’t think we made much of an impression. But maybe their struggles with each other wounded
them, or maybe they tried to follow us too close to the surface. Other ones started to but turned
back before they caught me the first time | surfaced. They re deep water creatures. Must be. If
they live down in that abyss, they may not have been able to withstand the depressurization of
lesser depths.

| wonder if they' re really dead, he said, and started to swim toward them.
Ro, don't you dare! Murd told him.
Heflipped in the water and came back up beside her. Just teasin’ you, lassie. | wasn't really going to.

I’min no shape to rescue your slippery buitt thistime, she told him, then added with agroan, | hate
to think what we're going to look like as humans. Everything hurts.

I’m just glad shaving our heads didn’t make us furless seals. If it wasn’t for our fur, we'd have
been hurt a lot worse. Asit is, | hope losing this chunk out of my flipper doesn’t make me walk
funny.

We found where the large animals were hiding anyway, she said. Maybe they ate everything else.

Or maybe the company only imported these as a kind of living barrier—the prisoners might
escape from the prison but not from the squid.

Asif to confirm that last guess, they heard aboat motor and the water around them began thrashing,
gplashing over them counter to its naturd heave and roll.

“Cap'n, would you look at that?’ aman hollered across the waves. “ There stwo that’ Il never dineon
Gwinnet brisket again.”

“Mustagot a piece of Clem Packer,” the captain guessed in amore thoughtful tone. “A guy who
massacred everybody on afreighter and ate them when the nutrient bars ran out probably tasted pretty
rank, and may have picked up some kinda poison from those dead bodiestoo.”

“Could be,” the crewman agreed. “Wouldn’t have killed a demon like Packer, but played hell with the
senstive innards of our underwater garbage disposas here. They' rewildlife, y’ know, and them things got
delicateinnards”

“Yeah, wel, | don’'t blame’em. It made me sick just looking at the dimebal,” the captain said. Then he
added, “ Speaking of wildlife, what are those?’

Before the wounded sedl twins could dive, the bow of the utilitarian-looking boat diced through the
water, bearing down on them.

CHAPTER 11

THE SHIP SOUTER hatch had to be opened manudly from the other side of the air lock. Normdly it
kept space out; now, when it opened, the blizzard rushed in, powdering the floor and topping the heavy
winter gear of the people nearest the opening with anew coat of snow. Y ana saw two crew members



raise their faces skyward with expressions of wonder and anticipation. But thiswas no wegather for even
the greenest newcomer to the white stuff to learn about making snow angels or snowmen or note the
difference between each flake and the next. The freezing wind that accompanied the snow caused
everyoneto cover their heads, faces, and necks with therma baaclavas. Ears and noses could freeze to
white brittle lumpsin amatter of moments at thistemperature.

The captain gave the command, and one by one the crew disappeared behind the howling white torrent.

Y anafollowed them, somewhere near the middle of the queue, asthey left the ship to brave the blizzard
with handheld torches, hand warmers, generators, and anything el se that they could imagine might help
freethe hull of ice and keep it that way. She could have told them the generators wouldn’t work in the
cold, but of course she kept silent.

K eeping one mitten againgt the hull, she found a position between the ship and where the river should be,
athough she couldn’t seeit. She couldn’t see anyone or anything, which was the bad part, but the good
part was that none of them could see her either. So while everyone e se focused on their own small
sections of icy hull, sheturned her back to the ship and, bent againgt the wind like a charging moose,
waked deliberately forward. Unless the storm had spread since she and the others had entered the ship,
it was till only anarrow band between the ship and ardatively calm walk back up theriver.

Johnny, Rick, Pet, and Rgj, none of whom were Petaybean enough to be damaged by atrip offplanet,
stayed behind, using the ship’s malfunctions to cover their movements. They would restore power and,
once the elements that thawed the hull had done their job, take the ship into space, stranding the crew.
Sinead should be dispatching a Petaybean wel coming committee, armed with the captured firearms of the
soldiersin the longhouse to escort the crew to the longhouse aswell. They would dl be the guests of
honor at the first-ever All Corps Latchkay, Y anathought with amusement. She sure hoped they’d like
smoked salmon.

As she expected, within two dozen steps she was through the wind and the rest of the snow. Overhead,
the ghostly green, pink, gold, blue, and red of the aurora played crack-the-whip across the sky above
Kilcoole.

Her feet sank thigh-deep into the snow with every step, and footing on the river was treacherous. Ice lay
beneath the new snow, which wastoo dry and powdery to pack well. Y anawished she could have
brought snowshoes or skis, but that would have attracted undue attention, so she trudged forward, her
hips and thighs aching with the effort of pulling each foot high out of the drift before setting it down ahead
of the other.

She had made it hafway to Kilcoole when she heard the rumble of the ship’s engines and the surprised
voices exclaming just alittle louder than the rumble or the wind howling around them. She turned to see
the ship riseinto the air, piercing the storm, showering meting ice fromits surface asit climbed toward
the aurora

Asif the ship’s ascent were asignd to the storm, it dackened. The wind blew off in another direction,
and the snow gfted away to nothing, exposing acrowd of pointing and shouting crew membersrailing
againg the hijackers of their ship and the collusion of the planet they’ d come to conquer.

Grinning beneath her balaclava, Y anawatched them and took a step back. Her heavy boot plunged
eadly through the snow and downward. There was adight resistance and a cracking sound wheretheice
should have been. She felt something give benegth her foot, and then a splash and arushing sensation
againgt her heavy clothing. Icy water seeped over the top of her boot, did down her tucked-in
waterproof snowsuit leg, and soaked her sock. The freezing water attacked her formerly protected flesh



with only amomentary sensation of cold, then knifed into her, sending ashock dl the way up her body
and deep into her marrow. Trying to pull her foot out, she overbaanced and stumbled, driving her wet
leg deeper into theriver. Unable to maneuver her free foot, she fell backward. Damn Aidan and his
fishing hole, she thought as she did over the edge of the freshly cut hole and plunged toward the bottom
of theriver.

Her life didn’t flash before her. Nothing flashed before her but water and the disgusted notion that of al
the peoplein her family, she, the one who didn’'t go sedly when wet, was the oneto fal into the freezing
river.

Her clothing was heavy but waterproof, so for amoment or two the covered parts were somewhat
protected. The balaclavarode up on her face during her plunge and blinded her, and she reached up a
clublike mittened hand to did odge the wet wool. Above her was a cloudscape of ice, eerily lit by an odd
phosphorescence coming from the inner banks of the river that cast agreen glow upon it. She kicked
toward it, trying against dl ingtinct not to gasp for ar. All that hadn’t been knocked out of her when she
fell wasthe single breath she' d managed to gulp in before her face submerged.

Theicedid not freeze in a solid sheet underneath but in clusters separated by little dips, which she
knew—ifrom both her Corps surviva training and from listening to Sean and the kids discuss sedl
matters—formed little air pockets. Not that air was going to help her much if her lungs froze before she
found theway out. Shetried not to think what life might be like if she did survive without feet, or ears, or
anose, and sternly told her inner coward to shut the frag up.

Taking in air through cold-numbed lips, she held her breeth in and raised her mittensto fed aong the
bottom of theice. The unevennessthat held her air supply made it much more difficult to find the hole,
which was hidden behind an inverted hillock.

She stuck her head up into the hole she had just made and hauled the incredible weight of one of her
arms out of the water and onto the ice. She followed with the other arm. Because it had been so very
cold and the hole was cut, not thawed, theice held under her mittens, but the mittens became ice dmost
at oncetoo, as did the deeves of her coat.

She was grateful to be breathing, to see the aurora dancing in anow-clear sky asif al wereright with the
world. And indeed the world was doing fine. She was the one with abig problem. How to get out?

She had been able to hear the ship’s crew. Would they hear her if she cried for help? Would they help?
There should be agroup of villagers coming to take charge of the soldiers any time now. Couldn’t they
see the ship was gone and hurry it up abit?

Asthose thoughts ran through her head shetried to call for help, but al she could produce was afeeble
cough. Her voice wasn't the only thing that was weak. Her hands were dipping, and pretty soon she'd
have to fight her way back up again.

Shelooked up again at the frozen sky, which seemed to have grown icicles. No, those would be her
lashes, probably her eydids, crusted withice.

Oh wdll, she' d heard freezing to death was not abad way to die. Already she couldn’t fed anything
except vaguely deepy. That was how it sarted, she knew. Y ou went to deep and died, and they found
your frozen corpse at breakup.

SEAN SWAM UPSTREAM for five milesin open water warmed by the geotherma current that formed



something of acirculatory system for Petaybee' s northern pole. The aboveground tributary ended at a
mostly frozen lake, and he had to dive under the ice, swimming through uncomfortably shallow water.
This place was asink, hollowed out early in Petaybee' s formation, perhaps even before terraformation,
by anatura volcanic event. Sean wasn't certain exactly how it had happened. Hewas abiologist, not a
geologis, and at the moment he was ased who did not much care how the water cameto run the way it
did aslong asit was there to transport him where he wished to go, without more danger than he could
afford to brave.

This passage was a bit tricky, but unlessit had changed, which it certainly could do without notice, it
should be safe enough.

Therewas ahigh ridge in the bottom of the sink before it degpened until it sank down into its source, an
underground spring, not as warm as the one a the communion cave but dmost aways open, eveninthe
coldest wesather, because of the magma channels flowing beneath the rock. This was a so subject to
change, of course. However, Petaybee seemed to have some control over whereitsfluids ran, and by
now it surely understood what he and the others were trying to do to protect it, so he rather expected it
would arrange itsdlf to his best advantage—that is, stay as he remembered it—and he was not

disappointed.

The opening to the underground waterway, a spring at the surface but a broad and deep underground
river below, was exactly whereit had been on his previous journey by the same route, and in case he had
forgotten, inorganic-looking arrowlike clusters of bioluminescent material aong the bottom marked the
way. He d run into this before on an underwater errand for the planet, and he was relieved to see that it
had its considerable attention &t least partially focused on hismission.

Theforce of the water increased as he neared the place where the spring bubbled into the pool, but he
pressed forward, passing from the cave under the thin ice frogting the lake' s surface to the hole in the side
of the bank where lukewarm water gushed into the lake bed. This hole was at the edge of the sink,

boring into higher ground that rose overhead as he swam into the stream.

The warm water made him deepy and duggish, but he had to actively swim againgt the current to reach
hisgod, thelower level of the communion cave a Kilgden. Theriver swept past it on itsway to the seg,
but there had been agood level placeto land and change in the past. He blessed the dry suit Marmie had
provided. For that matter, he blessed Marmie, and athough he knew that she and they al had enemies,
found it difficult to fathom why anyonewould go to so much effort to create trouble for such amarvelous
woman. She was hersdlf one of the PTBs—and yet she had used her influence and money generoudy for
the benefit of the planet and its people—and other planets and other people, from what he could
tell—without worrying about what she' d be getting out of it. He was concerned about hiskids, of course,
but if he had been in their flippers, he' d have done the same.

There was plenty of room overhead and plenty of oxygen there, but he had spent solongin
adminigtrative chores he was not as accustomed to swimming hard as his children were, and his chest,
back, and the joints where his flippers met his body ached with the effort.

When the channdl narrowed again, Sean watched for more arrows, and there they were, larger and
larger until the entire underground passage was filled with the bioluminescence and he could clearly see
his destination.

Hewas amogt too tired to pull himself out of the stream before he was carried backward, but gained
strength from knowing it was the end of the journey for now.

He shook himsdlf dry and, when he was fully human, put on the dry suit, with booties, gloves, and hood,



and climbed up into the back end of the communion cave.
Siobhan Chugliak, the village' s shanachie, and her husband, Floyd, met him inside the cave.
“What isit, Sean?’ she asked.

Hetold her. “Thetown isunder sege and we re worried the PTBswill use the centra com system to
monitor and trace any calls we make on the portable ones. So I’ ve come to warn you myself.”

“Very good of you, I'm sure, and we' |l start arelay to al the villages, so you needn’t trouble yourself.
Come on back to the cabin with us—have a cuppato warm up.”

“Tavery much, Sobhan. | won't say the swim was't tiring.”
“We could take you home by ded if youwish.”

“No, that’s more easily spotted, and besides, it’' s downstream clear to the river on the way back. I'll be
grand.”

Over tea, he went into more detail about the arrest of Marmie and the coming of the troop ship. He had
not yet drained his cup when he began to fed that he had other placesto be. Floyd had dready derted
the rest of the village, and six dogded teams were dispatched to three other villages to begin the relay.
They traveled in pairsin case of mishap.

“I need to return home now, Siobhan,” hetold her. Another hostess would have protested that he hadn’t
finished histea, that the scones were still in the oven and would be out at any moment, and that his hair
had not yet dried from the melting of the ice on the way from caveto cabin. But Siobhan, like Clodagh,
though perhaps not so strong in her kills as yet, was a shanachie and knew that such impulseswere best
heeded.

As soon as he reached the landing spot, he dipped from the dry suit and stowed it, reentered the water,
and was on hisway.

Thetrip back should have been as easy as he' d told Siobhan, but his sense of urgency wasincreasing,
and he swam with the current to make faster progress.

He was back in theriver in athird of thetimeit had taken himto leaveit, but did not fed therdief he
expected. Ingtead he swam as quickly as he could upstream. No ice impeded him here, because of the
warm current from the hot spring. He turned his head toward the spring and the cave, but something
pulled him back into the current and he continued to swim upstream until, as he neared the village, theice
closed in from both sides of the shore and he findly was forced to dive benegth it, knowing he’ d haveto
claw open a hole when he wanted to emerge.

Underwater in the dark, he still knew hisway using his sonar. There was the boat ramp right outside
Kilcoole—he knew it by the posts sticking through theice. But what pulled him onward was till ahead of
him. Hissignals preceded him, bouncing, returning, telling him the lay of the river bottom, banks, theice,
and what wasin between.

Up ahead, between the village and the spaceport, something large suddenly entered the water, sinking,
flailing, then rising benegth theice. Two legs, abody, something human.

A soldier who had inadvertently fallen through theice? A villager? It didn't matter. He had to help, of
course. He had been pacing himsdlf, but now he pushed forward, pumping hislong gray body ina
smooth continuous series of powerful undulations.



It would take him only afew minutesto reach the victim a thisrate, but he dso knew that immersionin
the frigid river had agood chance of killing the hapless human, or if not thet, then frostbite would likely
injure him beyond even Clodagh' s ability to hedl.

Suddenly above him theice groaned and cracked and the water doshed beneath it asif theriver were
being shaken. A quake? Possible, though they were less frequent once winter setin.

He drove himsdlf forward. The body was upright in the water and seemed to have found an airhole, but
with the quake, its movements changed from feeble to frantic. Theice would probably be cracking
around it too, threatening it with submersion again. Sean was now swimming as hard as he could, but he
didn’t see how he could possibly reach the personin timeto save him.

As he passed Kilcoole, however, he suddenly became aware of athin stream of warm sulfurous water
like that from the hot spring shooting down the middle of theriver. That was different!

A little farther on and the area between the ice and the flowing water was filled with steam. I ce cracked
and parted with the new heat. He sent his sonar sgnasforth at faster intervas, so asnot to lose the
victimin the steam, but the noise of the breaking ice confused his senses.

He only knew he' d reached his goa when aheel connected with the top of his head.

CHAPTER 12

BIEN! MON AMI, Zuzu told her new partner in crime, we seem to have begun a four-legged
underground in this place of despair. We are a two-creature Résistance. But the man will return
and finish his evil work. How shall we further deter him?

We could bite him.

Other men would come and chase us, possibly kill us. And me, | am not ready to die. The universe
still has need of such a cat as Zuzu. Asit is, | fear we must vacate this ventilation passage tout
suite before those evil men pump into it vapors of a nature most poisonous to our kinds.

But your friend who is not a cat remains caged.

Vraiment. Sheraised and lowered her ears and whiskersto signify that there wasllittle she could do
about such ahopeless Situation.

Sky squeezed around her and |ooked into the room at her poor Adrienne bound so helplessly to the
chair. The otter leaned against the grate with hisbody. Zuzu heard a cresk and acrack asit gave under
hisweight. This door would open for the right otter.

By all means, be my guest, she said gracioudy. She backed away to give him room, careful to keep her
back paws and tail free of the pile of scat.

The otter chittered and squeaked and shoved and heaved, and presently Zuzu heard a cracking sound
and atriumphant “Hah!”

He then proceeded to use histeeth and front feet to tear an even larger hole, and did himsdlf into the
room. Zuzu daintily followed.

“Zuzu!” Adrienne’ swhisper bordered on the sort of hissthat the cat, as her esteemed companion, might



have found offensive had it not been so laden with concern for her welfare. “ Oh, swestie, they mustn’t
catch you here. They would kill you in some awful way just to torment me.”

Zuzu hopped onto her shoulder, purring comfort and reassurance that she could be back in that hole and
out the other side before those clumsy oafs saw so much asasingle hair on her curly tail. Meanwhile Sky
used hisbig sharp otter teeth to attack the tapes binding her friend’ s hands and fet.

Adrienne sagged with relief as her limbs were freed but jerked to aertness, putting her wrists and ankles
together again asthe door to her room rattled.

Allez, M’seu Sky! the cat warned, and sprinted back through the opening, bardly clearing the pile of poo
as sheraced for the exit. The otter was amost as swift as she and was hafway through the opening when
the door opened and a voice cried, “ Gotchal”

Zuzu did not see what happened next because her view was blocked by a shrieking otter. When he
suddenly disappeared back into the room, her tail twitched twice before she sprinted back through the
pipe and out into the corridor for the brief dash to therat hole.

ADRIENNE STORMENTOR HAD cardlesdy left atray containing implementsfor theinfliction of pain
near her chair. When he barged into the room and saw the hind end of the otter, he disregarded his
prisoner to try to capture the animal. Adrienne' s feet were adeep, but she grabbed the back of her chair
with one hand, planted both feet on the ground, grabbed the tray with the other hand and began flinging
instruments, pointy end first, at her captor. Her hands weren’t in much better shape than her feet, so her
am was off despite the nearness of her target, and most of the instruments bounced harmlessly off the
man.

Evidently he was asingle-minded kind of guy, because he was so determined to capture the otter that he
ignored her. He had hold of the creature stail and was ydling threats about skinning it dive. The otter
turned, teeth bared, and sank them into the man, who tried to take aim with his sdearm. Adrienne was
steady enough to grab her chair and crack him over the head with it. He went down, but hisarm came
back up with something pointy in his hand. He stabbed at the otter but immediately had aface full of
Spitting Zuzu, who had erupted from the duct like an avenging demon.

Hetried to pry the cat away from hisface with the hand that was not being chewed on by the otter.
Roaring as Zuzu's claws dug into him, he pried her loose and flung her across the room. Grabbing the
nearest sharp implement, Adrienne stabbed him in the neck and he went limp. Sirens were sounding and
footsteps were running down the hall. She was free, but how was she going to get out? And Zuzu...

The otter crossed the room in one dinky motion and nudged the cat, who raised her head, shook it, and
with another nudge was back on her paws and racing behind him into the vent.

Adrienne, gripping her torturer’ s gun, stood beside the door, waiting for it to open.

DIVE! THE TWINS told each other in unison asthe pointy prow split the water between them.
They did, swimming around the boat on either Side, intending to meet at the stern.

But as Murel swam hafway the length of the craft, something dropped on top of her, and when shetried
to divelower to evadeit, it went with her. Her flipper was caught in it. It continued dropping on top of
and al around her until she found hersalf enveloped, unableto move. A net! Ro, I’ ve been netted.



Her teeth snapped down on the nearest section, but the materia didn’t give and the boat’ s forward
motion trapped her upper jaw init. She pulled backward to try to free hersdlf, shaking her head, and
snared something e <e.

Hold on, sis. I'm coming.

No, no! Don’t! she began. If her teeth couldn’t free her, hiswouldn’t be able to either, and he could be
caught aswell. Better if they wait until the boat docked wherever it was going to dock. He might be able
to board, turn human, and use fingers and toolsto free her.

Her sonar was confused by the boat’ s noise and motion, and she knew Ro’s was too when she heard
him swear, Fraggitall anyway! They got me too. Can’t bite through this stuff either.

Don't try, shewarned him. She calmed down enough to dowly maneuver her head free of its square
rope prison and put her jaws back together. Ah, better. If they don’t haul us up again before long,
we could drown.

| know. Nets aren’t made for flippersto climb, but maybe if we can find the middle so we're not
entangled, we could surface inside the net. Mine’'s a whole lot bigger than | am.

Thisonetoo. It'sworth atry.

But the nets closed over their heads as they were dragged up out of the water to dangle on either side of
the boat.

Whiskery faces peered through the nets at the catch of the day.
“Well, well, lookee here. Sedld! | didn’'t know we had any in these waters.”
“Me, neither, Captain. Y ou think they killed those squids?’

“Doesn’'t seem likely. They're not dl that big. Some species are larger than others, though, | know that.
Not aheck of alot else, though. Not many planets have them anymore.”

“Arethey good egting?’

“Not especidly. They were hunted for their fur coats along time ago and were practically exterminated
back on Terrabecause they eat alot of fish and ruined the waters for commercia fishermen.”

“Y ou think we ought to just kill them, then?’

Thetwins shivered in nets fill too wet for them to change. And if they did change, then what? That didn’t
bear thinking about either.

“Did | say that?’ the captain asked. “They were only athreat because there were too many of
them—and frankly, too many fishermen too. My mama s sSide of the family had thiskind of hereditary
hatred of any nonhuman thing that took the fish, but on my daddy’ s side, they would have just as soon
killed the fishermen for taking the fish away from the wild critters. My folks had this kinda Romeo and
Juliet-type courtship without the suicide.”

Murdl, who wasthe sedl he was regarding while discussing their fate, tried to look as big-eyed and
adorable as possible, to gpped to the ingtincts from hisfather’ sside of the family.

The captain grinned at her suddenly. “ Cute little thing. Go below and grab my camera, Lloyd. Let’ s get
some pictures of them and the dead squid, mark the bearings, and release the little buggers. The two of



them aren’t going to take enough fish between them to upset anybody. And we sure don’'t have any use
for fur coats around here.”

“But how’ d they get here, Captain?’

“I dunno.” The captain shrugged. “ Nobody mentioned anything to me. Maybe the company isintroducing
anew species. Maybe something eseis.”

“Something ese?’

“Wadll, I’ve heard that on some of these worlds the company terraformed to use for one thing or another,
unauthorized species have popped up and nobody can figure out why. Maybe the samething is

happening here.”

“Won't the brass want to examine them, then?’ Lloyd called as he ducked into the cabin and emerged
with alittle waterproof orange package.

“Maybe s0,” the captain said, holding the package toward Murel and clicking a button that made alittle
whirring sound. “If they do, we can probably recapture these, or if there are more, catch them too. On
the other hand, if these guys were planted here as part of some new program by the company they’ve
neglected to tell us about, they’ re not going to be real happy about us disturbing their seed stock.” He
crossed to the other side of the boat, his seaman’ slegs maintaining their balance on the rocking deck. He
took severd photos of Ronan too. “Ill try to sussit out with the brass, but meanwhile, don’t say anything
about this”

“Ayeaye, Cap'n, dr,” Lloyd said, flipping him an exaggerated sdute. “My lips are seded.”

“Very funny, Lloyd. Let’slower the nets before these little fellas get sunburned. Then we can offload our
Ca.go.”

They did that, lowering the nets so they were afoot or two beneath the surface, then opening them so the
twins could swim out. Because the nets were so close to the surface, Ronan and Murel had to swim with
their heads and backs out of the water to avoid being reentangled. It waslovely to be ableto breathe
without being bowed in two while the net cut a checkerboard grid into their hides. The captain was il
snapping pictures of them.

Once beyond their nets, they dived and swam away from the bow of the boat.

Two near missesin one day! Murd said. Lucky for us the captain took after hisda’s side of the
family.

Seemed a nice chap, actually, Ronan agreed. It’s odd to find a fishing boat out here, though, don’t
you think? Surely they don’t catch fresh fish for the prisoners.

Behind them there was a splash, and their sonar picked up something heavy plunging through the water.
They turned and saw a naked gray-white body, itsfeet bound in heavy chain attached to astone aslarge
asitshead. Itseyes stared blankly, and itsthin hair waved like seaweed asit sank. Another human
corpse followed that one, and another.

Far below, their sonar told them, the squids rose to snatch thelir prey.

CHAPTER 13



A SECOND BOAT PLIED thewaters of Gwinnet’s sea. It left the main compound at the sametimethe
twinswere fighting the squid for their lives, so dthough asmall dark figure stood on the bow with
binoculars, and the exploratory boat' s sonar scanned the seasfor large mammals swvimming near the
surface, it missed the twins. Instead, it landed at the idand containing the children’ s compound, where,
with adisgruntled sigh, the smdl dark figure went ashore to find her grandson and see what he might
accidentaly tell her of her true quarry.

“Professor Mabo, what are you doing here?” Rory asked when he saw her in the visitor’ s hut to which
he' d been summoned by Lieutenant Bunyon. When Professor Mabo had taught at Versailles Sation,
she had inssted that he call her by the sametitle the other kids used. He' d learned to be wary of his
grandmother, so even though she seemed to be regarding him with sadness and sympathy, he didn’t trust
her.

“I am here not as your teacher but as your grandmother,” she said. “I know you fed | was harsh with you
when | taught at the station, but | acted as| did for your own good. Y ou would not have wanted the
other children to fed that | sngled you out for favoritism. Children can be very crud, Rory.”

“So can family,” Rory retorted. She was not going to win him over so easlly. It was her fault that he and
his folks had been treated like criminas and brought here,

“I’'m sorry you fed that way,” she said. “But since you do, perhapsit will makewhat | haveto say easier.
I’m sorry to tdll you that my daughter and her husband did not survive the flight.”

“You'relying!” he exclamed, shocked. “Why wouldn't they survive? Y ou had them bring us here. |
heard the soldiers talking about it before we were put on the ship.”

“Rory, prison duty changes people. Soldiers who have had otherwise exemplary records become
hardened, even to their own people, and show no mercy. Y our parents attempted escape—I fed certain
they weretrying to locate you. The guards overreacted. | have had them punished.”

“Yeah, you'regood at that,” Rory said. “What were you punishing usfor exactly?’

“I had no intention of punishing you. On the contrary, | Smply was trying to protect my loved onesfrom
being implicated in the crimes committed by Marmion de Revers Algemeine. Y our parents association
with her has become hazardous for them and embarrassing for me.”

“I guess S0, Since you say they’re dead and everything,” he said bitterly. But the news was too new for
him to truly grieve for theloss of his parents. He was just reacting to her with the distrust and didike he'd
learned she deserved. Later, alone, he' d think about what she said, but now he was not going to give her
the satisfaction of seeing him upset. “ Good thing you took measures so we won't embarrass you
anymore.”

She opened her arms and reached for him, apparently intending to hug him, but he sat back in his chair.
Thetwo of them were donein one of the huts, seated on comfortable cushioned chairs, with apitcher of
fruit punch and a plate of little cakes between them. He' d been wondering since they’ d arrived how to
swipe the cakes to use as bribes with the other kids.

“I’'m sorry you fed that way, Rory. | havetried to tell you this as gently as possible, before you find out
some other way.”

She sounded to him like she thought she was the one being abused. He would have been more upset if he
hadn’t overheard the guards  conversation aboard the shuttle from the mainland. They’ d said nothing
about his parents being killed, and he felt surethat that Austin guy would have tormented him with it if he



could have.
“Oh dear, the other news probably will not be received any better.”
“What other news?’ he asked in a skeptical tone.

“The people from Halau aboard the ship from Petaybee. None of them survived either. The prison
officials had decided not to tell the children, but | fed that that is unfair to them. They should know that
they’ ve been orphaned so they can make choices gppropriate to their status when looking to the future.”

“That' sreal thoughty of you, Gran,” he said as disrespectfully as he dared. “How did they happen to
die?

“Wll, dear, the elders werefrail, and the young mothers, some of them, pregnant—you have been a
very sheltered child and cannot possibly know wheat that prisonislike. They perished very quickly.”

“Soundslikeit. Any other good news?’

“Not for you, but I understand that children whose description matched that of Ronan and his sster were
found on the space station and brought here at the same time you were. We did not part on avery good
note, but | do think they should know—could you bring them here, please? The matron did not seem
ableto locate them.”

“I haven't seen them since thefirst day,” he said.

“They may have used their shape-shifting ability to try to escape,” she said. “It won't do them any good,
and the ocean hereis extremely dangerous for those who are unaware of its peculiarities. | came by boat
specificaly to search for them. Oh, well, I'm surethat if they are ftill out there, they will learn soon
enough that Petaybee is under martia law and the inhabitants of their village are to be transferred herein
connection with the charges againg the de Revers woman.”

“Isthat s0?7’ he asked.

“Y es, indeed. Now on to other matters. | know my news about your family and friendswill have upset
you and you' |l probably need to go cry or whatever it is children do under such circumstances, but as
your next of kin, | fed | must dso mention that you should start thinking about your future. One of the
benefits of children being on thisidand isthat it sharesthe premises with a Corpstraining facility.”

“That’sagood thing, isit?’

“Of course. The soldiersthere often lend a hand in the care and maintenance of thisfacility and assst in
searchesfor runaways and that sort of thing. And they provide role models and a source of future
employment. A beligerent young man such asyoursdf ought to do well in the Cadet Corpstraining
program if you learn to channel your animaosity appropriately.” The last was said with no smarmy attempt
at sympathy, just the same nasty mocking tone he remembered from last time. “1t’ snot like an orphan
here has agreat ded of choicein the matter.”

Sheturned and left the hut. Relieved that she had not tried to hug him again, he snatched up the cakes,
folding the nagpkin containing them over the tops. The tunics he and the others wore had no place to
conced anything, but he thought he knew where he could stash the cakesfor the time being.

IN THEIR HASTE to get away from the corpse-disposal boat and the squids, Ronan and Murel



completely forgot to check their underseamarkers and smply swam until exhaustion from their struggles
overcame them and they drifted in an unfamiliar seaunder unfamiliar gars.

| haven’'t a clue where we are or how to return to the island, do you? Ronan asked.

Murdl, whose lethargy aarmed him, since he had no idea how severe her wounds were, answered, No
idea whatsoever.

I’ ve heard of whales getting beached, but never seals getting lost, Ronan said. This never would
have happened on Petaybee.

| don’t actually need any more reasons to wish | was home instead of here, thank you, Murel said
tartly. Even the stars are different here, which makes sense since it's a different solar system, isn’t
it? And | could use a proper moon. No wonder thetideis so sluggish. That little thing they have
up thereis pathetic. And no doubt has* Property of Intergalactic Enterprises’ stamped on the
bottom.

Night came upon them quickly. It seemed they had just dived below the surface into the darkness of
deeper water, and when they surfaced the sky was nearly as dark asthe water. The stars out here were
enormoudly bright. If only they knew what the usud positions were supposed to be, it would tell them a
bit more about where they were and how to proceed.

It doesn’t actually matter that they're different stars, though, does it? Ronan said. We know where
they are now, and we ought to be able to gauge our position relative to them wherever we go.

Murd hated to admit she didn’'t understand al that much about it. Ronan had had a crush on First Officer
Adrienne Robineau, so he' d paid closer atention during their navigation lessons than she had.

However, he proceeded to talk himsalf out of it. The only problemis that we don’t know which
direction this planet rotates.

Shhh, she said. Hear that?

It was aboat’ s motor roaring in the distance. It did not sound like the same one that had captured and
released them earlier. According to their sonar, it was a good distance away.

It must be leaving the island, headed back to the mainland, Ronan said. There doesn’'t seemto be
any other place for it to go. Probably a supply vessel.

Mayhbe, shereplied.

If we find it, we should be able to get our bearings fromit, at least, Ronan told her, and she began
swimming beside him, toward the boat. Before long they intercepted its wake and from it were ableto
backtrack—or back-paddle—until they found the idand again and the beach containing the children’'s
compound.

The rock will be around that way, Murd said, relieved to be back in familiar territory, evenif it meant
being closer to captivity.

Yes, but look—there’s a light on the other side of the beach.
It could be a trap, Murel said nervoudly.

Maybe, but | don’t think anyone who is out to get us would think a little light like that would be a



good way to trap us. | mean, we' re selkies, not weremoths. Ten to oneit’s Rory trying to get our
attention. I’ll swimin. You stay out here in case thereis a trap and you need to help me out.

But he found no nets, no traps, just amiserable-looking, bald-headed, scantily dressed Rory, holding a
glow light.

When Ronan flopped onto the beach, Rory walked down the dight, sandy ope to meet him, speaking
softly. “Ronan? Murd? | was hoping you'd come. | serioudy haveto talk to you two. I've had avisit
from my loving gran.”

Murd swam in and they both dried off and dipped into their dry suits.

“Want acake?’ Rory offered. “They're alittle squooshed, but | saved you guys some. | had to bribe the
beach monitor to look the other way, and another kid to get me the glow. | think the beach monitor will
keep up her end of things, but you' d better stay close to the water al the same. Shethinks | just needed
to come out here and be alone to brood about suddenly being an orphan.”

“You'rean orphan?’

“Y eah, me and just about everybody e se, according to dear old Granny. She told me my parents were
killed trying to escape and the only thing left for meto do isjoin the company Cadet Corps.”

“That’sharsh, Rory. I’'m so sorry,” Murdl said.

“Y ou ought to be. She claimsthey’ ve captured your village and your folks and everybody isbeing
brought here. But she knows you' re here too, or at least suspectsit, and I’'m pretty sure she' slying,
trying to draw you out.”

Ronan and Murdl, recdling their mother’ s plans, exchanged stricken looks. “Y egh, but what if she's
not?’

“ She had to be—her mouth was moving,” Rory said bitterly. “But | wasthinking, maybeit's not such a
bad ideaiif | play dong and try to join up. | could find out stuff we need to know.”

“Do you think you might get into their com shed and contact Marmi€ sfriendsto tell them what's
happened to her?” Murel asked.

“Oughtn’t to be aproblem,” he said, sounding abit brighter.

“Becauseif you could do that, it would solve everything. They’'d get her released and she' d free
everyonedse”

“That settlesit, then. I'll doiit,” he said. “Maybe | can borrow their com system and maybe not, but I'm
far more likely to get achance asarecruit, aren't |7’

Thetwinsagreed.

“Too bad they don’t have a submarine corps you two could join,” Rory joked. He sounded absolutely
bubbly now. He felt bad about his grandmother being such avillainous old bat, so if he could be the one
to free everybody else, Murd reckoned it would help him fed better.

“Just make sure you remember you'rejust playing apart,” Ronan said. “Y ou don't want to actualy
become one of them. Not that they’re al bad, of course—take Mum or Rick O’ Shay. But you don't
want to end up atotd bossy git likethat Austin guy.”



“Don’t worry. | won't. So we' |l rendezvous again tomorrow, same time, same place?’

“Say,” Ronan said, “do you reckon if you' re over there you might be able to sted us a printout of a chart
of thisocean?’

“I thought you guys could navigate by indinct.”

“On our world, sure, but this ocean is so empty and the starsare al wrong. If we could even get alook
at the layout of the landmasses, we' d have a better idea about whereto go.”

“Fair enough,” Rory said.
An adult femae called out, “ Y ou there, on the beach. Y ou' rein violation of curfew.”

“Just admiring the moonlight, miss,” Rory said, while Ronan and Murd stripped off their dry suitsin one
well-practiced motion, packed them into each other’ s pouches, and dove into the water.

“Who' sthat with you, then? All of you come up herewhere| can seeyou.”

But by then the twins were underwater, swimming toward the rocks.

CHAPTER 14

YANA WAS SO numb she could not fed the hands that grasped her armsto haul her out of theriver.
She thought she was probably dying already. It was said that the cold began to fed dmost warm when
onewastruly freezing, and the water benesath her had suddenly begun fedling that way. It was arelief.
Then there was the olfactory halucination that told her she was smdlling the sulfurous odor of the
communion cave. She had the oddest sensation of something dipping between the legs of her snowsuiit,
bearing her up. Perhapsthat wasthe case, since shedidn’t fall back into theriver even though her stiff
and iced-over mittens could no longer maintain ahold on theice. Her arms ssimply lay splayed in front of
her like apair of uselesslogs. Though she vagudly felt that she needed to survive for Sean, the kids, and
even Kilcoole, shewas so drowsy she couldn’t be bothered to care about dl that at the moment.

The brightness of the snow dimmed beneath the shadow of alarge form that reached down and grabbed
her arms, while her parkawas jerked upward by the hood.

“Wadll, well, we seem to have caught abig fish,” agruff male voice said, and the part of Y anathat was
dtill dert to her surroundings knew she was not out of trouble. Thiswas one of the troops from the ship.

But then another voice, afamiliar one, sad, “ Y es, well, she'll need tending to, and so will some of your
people, so we' d best return to the village and then we' |l see who' s caught whom.”

Y anawas facing the wrong direction to see the speaker, but she could dmost fed Sinead’ srifle leveled
a the ship’screw. At any rate, she was pulled more gently upward and back. She felt dmost weightless,
asif buoyed up toward her rescuers.

Then theice chose to break under her and splinter back under Sinead’ sfeet, forcing her sister-in-law and
the village rescuersto retreat.

“Ladder!” Sinead called. Then, closeto her ear, Y anaheard, “Hang on. Thisisgoing to be dow, but
we' || have you ashore soon.”

In front of her the soldiers were scrambling off the river and up onto the banks as the ice crack chased



them from her hole back in the direction of the ship.

Sinead shifted her grip, and Y ana dipped back down to her chin momentarily asthe ice under her split
even further. Then suddenly she was borne up and anew current carried her back toward her rescuers,
stopping only when theice remained firm enough for her to be hauled upward.

She looked up and saw Sinead’ s eyes dancing with amusement behind their iced-over lashes. “ Thanks,
Sean,” Sinead said.

They hauled Y ana onto the bank and bundled her onto a ded, but not before she saw the deek dark
head pop out from benesth theice and regard her with an Okay, now? ook before the sedl dived back
into theriver.

“ADRIENNE, C'EST MOI .” Marmi€ s voice preceded her through the door. Adrienne sagged with
relief until she saw the laser pistol pointed at Marmi€ s back, followed by atal young Corpsman.

Shoving Madame aside, Adrienne growled, “Drop it,” but Madame reached up and grabbed the man’'s
wrist. Helooked down at her with darm.

“Thisis Chrigian, Adrienne. He safriend. Quickly, we must leave thisroom. Everything here can be
seen from the adjoining one.”

Adrienne glanced over to where the animas had been making their escape. Not one hair remained of
ether of them. Shedidn’t like to leave Zuzu behind, but her formerly pampered feline friend had given
ample proof that she could take care of hersaf when necessary. And now Zuzu dso had an dly.

SKY AND ZUZzU watched from one of the rat holes as Marmie, Adrienne, and the soldier passed.
Thefur dong Sky's spinerippled al theway to thetip of histail. Caged again.

Zuzu swhiskerstwitched thoughtfully. | think not. Neither Adrienne nor Madame are afraid.
Cats know when humans are afraid? How?

Elementary, mon cher otter, Zuzutold him. It isa matter of scent and posture. Their shoulders are
not tensed in fear of his weapon, their hands are relaxed, and most of all, they do not smell afraid.
Then too, | overheard Madame whisper, “Et maintenant, Christian?’ to the gendarme. Fromthis|
deduce that they are on cordial terms. He will no doubt help them escape.

Sky considered this. Good. | will escape too.
You cannot go with them. You will draw attention to their unsuitable amiability.

How then? My friends who are river seal children do not know whereto find me, so | must go to
them.

How will you find them?

Wetalk in our heads, in the same way that cats and otters talk. When | am near to them, they will



hear me call and come.
And if they cannot come?

Then they will guide me to themand | will save them. Friends save friends. We have done this
hundreds of times.

In that case, follow me. | know a way out for otters and cats. Unfortunately, it is too petite for
humans, even dainty ones such as Adrienne and Madame.

Otters are very slinky and can fit through very small places.

Indeed. If it transpires that Madame and Adrienne have escaped, | may decide to come with you
on your search.

Oh? Do cats swimfast like otters?

| am fond of water, oui, Zuzu said with aproud lick to her shoulder. | am, | confess, unique among
my speciesin that | swim very well indeed. Er—how much swimming would be involved in your
search?

Thereisa sea. | saw that the river seal children were carried acrossit in a sky ship. This otter can
ride in sky ships but cannot make them go. Though otter paws are very useful, they work better
for swimming than for making things fly. Even the paws of sky otters, he added regretfully.

Ah, Zuzu said with regret aswell, | comprehend perfectly. You wish to help your friends, as| do
mine. Stll, it seems a shame, does it not, to disband our alliance when we have discovered how
much more useful even my brains and beauty and vast experience of this place can be with the
assistance of your excellent teeth, paws, and exquisite slinkiness.

Sky preened. Otters are excellent, it’strue. Excellent isgood, isn't it?

Zuzu sad, Excellent is very good indeed, my friend. So, shall we embark on this mission together
as far as we can before splitting up?

Sky agreed happily. Sky otters were smart and brave, and learned to do things quickly, but having a cat
for afriend was dmost like having another otter or ariver sed helping.

Zuzu led the way through the dark, rat-infested passages. Sky heard the scrabble of claws and, worst of
all, the nasty scent messagestherats left, telling how they would use their rat nails and their big sharp
teeth, if given achance. Twice Zuzu waked straight up to agroup of the rodents, and their red eyes
gleamed. They thought they could gang up on the cat and kill her, but Sky edged up as close as he could
to his companion and made his own eyes small and mean and said, Hah! Cats eat rats. Rats do not eat
cats. | think otters eat rats too!

Theratsfled. They were very big rats, Zuzu said, but Sky was twice the size of the largest and he let
forth a scent message that told them he was extremdly fierce and that his claws and teeth were twice as
big and sharp asany rat’s. He might have said something about the hundreds of relatives who were right
behind him and Zuzu too, but if he did, he had no way of knowing if the rats believed him or not.

At lagt therat droppings and remnants of his own scent messages and the latrines of the prison cells
above and below them diminished and the passages grew lessdim. Sky sniffed eagerly. St water! He
smelled sat water. He was not a sea otter, but according to the Father River Seal, he was an estuarial
otter who could swim in salt water aswell asfresh. He did not likeit as much as fresh water, but he was



getting used to it the more he did it. The cat led him to an opening through which amorning sky was
tapering from the pink of theinsde of alovely otter’ s mouth to the blue of the river sed twins' eyes, and
he quivered with happiness as he looked forward to swimming in the dark blue-gray waters washing up
againg the outside of the prison, directly below the hole.

It isalong way down, Zuzu said. Farther than | thought.
It would be better if there was a dide, Sky agreed. But otters are good divers. Are cats?

Zuzu conddered. Shedid not like admitting that catsin generd werein any way inferior to otters, or that
shein particular was less skilled at something than hewas. So she said, Cats are made to climb and
leap. You dive and I'll climb down, then leap in to join you.

Sky leaned forward, pushed with his back feet and muscular tail, and entered the water with afeding of
freedom he had been missing for what seemed hundreds of hours, or the otterly equivaent.

CHAPTER 15

THE TWINS SWAM toward the rocks where they had lain before, but as the sun limned the formation,
they saw that its outlines had changed. A tal bit with arounded point had been added to the highest point
of thelittleidand.

Someoneisthere! Murd said. Waiting for us, it looks like.

| doubt it’s anyone friendly, Ronan replied. If Mabo knowswe're here, I'd bet my right flipper she's
behind it.

| wouldn’t take the bet, Murd said. She'll be looking for us, and she knows what seal habitat |ooks
like. Unfortunately, our rocks are a pretty classic example. She’ d guess that we might well fetch
up there when we're in seal form. Keep your head down and let’ s swim back the way we came.

Oncethey were out of sight of the rocks, Murel stopped swimming. Now what? she asked. It seems
like we flew all thisway to swim around aimlessly in the sea. And | don’t know about you, but |
really need to rest somewhere. I’ ve got all these sore spots from fighting the squid and the net.

Me too, but | think the best thing, since Mabo islooking for us here, isfor usto go back to the
prison, Ronan said.

But what about the squid? And if that boat sees us again, the crew might get more curious.

| think the boat took care of the squid by at least diminishing their appetites. Besides, you said
yourself that they have to stay down deep. We'll just keep near the surface and we should be fine.
| saw some other offshore rocks closer in. If we can reach those, we can decide what to do next.

Murdl was so weary and sore, she wasn't sure she could make it al the way back to the prison. But
following her brother, she did beneath the waves.

| wish there were some other way, she complained.

What do you suggest? Ro’svoice carried asarcastic edgeto it. We don’t have arms and legs until
we can dry out on land. We can hardly overpower that sentry as seals. Unless you think we could
flop him down and flipper-slap him into submission?



No need to be mean. Who saved your blubber butt when you were stupid enough to get grabbed
by the squid?

Saving blubber butts from squids went two ways, to the best of my recollection.

There hasto be a way, sheingsted. She felt even less cooperative than she had before Ronan made his
smart remark. Then, asif inspired by her annoyance, she thought of something. We can’t attack him on
the land, but we could in the water. Hands and legs are only an asset on land.

Unless the hands are holding a harpoon? Ronan suggested mulishly.

That’ s where being smarter than the average seal comes in—er—handy, shereplied. If he has one,
once we get himin the water we can take it away from him. We can fight sharks, whales, and
sguids. One meadly person shouldn’t be that hard. Here' s what we do—we' Il split up and one of us
will attract his attention from the water. If he' sreally after us, we should be ableto lure himin. If
not, the one attracting his attention will have to hold it and make a lot of splashing to cover for
the other one climbing out onto the lower rocks, drying off, and getting the better of him.

Rrright. Then what?

Well, we find out what he’' s doing on our rocks, for one, and keep him busy while we rest up
enough to go somewhere else. For starters.

Ronan grunted. Brilliant.

Ro, | absolutely cannot make that swim again.

But you’ ve enough fight left in you to take on a possibly armed human?
If | must.

Very well then, he caved unexpectedly. I'll do the fancy swimming and you flop ashore once I’ ve
got his attention and either push or bump himinto the water if he’s not gone for it already. Then
I’ll take care of him.

See that you do, she sad, her tartness hiding the gratitude she fdt that he'd found away to do the
energetic bits. | don’t want to have to rescue you again.

No worries on that account, he said. In case anyone is watching from shore, you go 'round to the
back so you can change without being seen. Let me know once you'rein position and I'll start the
show.

It wasn't abad plan. It dmost worked. But the moment the person on the rocks spotted Ro, heraised a
whigtleto hislipsand let out along blast.

That doesn’t sound good, Ro said. Show cancelled. | think you’ re going to have to go for that
swim after all.

Hedived again, but before Murel could beach herself, the watcher from the rocks dived too. Murel
backflipped in the water and headed back to the portside to help Ronan. But long before she rounded
the rocks she heard a motor roaring toward them and heard Ro cry, They' ve set netsl Svim out to sea,
Ss.

And |leave you?



I’m caught! Get away. You can’t get caught too. You' re going to have to save my blubber butt
again.

ZUZU WAS AN excdlent swimmer, as cats went, but cats were not made for lifein the sea. Sky
capered around her, splashing, diving, and laughing with otter chittering and chattering, but the
amusement vaue of hisantics quickly dwindled.

She liked water, but thiswas far too much of agood thing.
Thiswater isvery warm, Sky told the cat. And there are many fish, but so far none with shells.

Merci for the information, but | have enjoyed enough of thiswater. | believe | will return now to
the land.

But we only started swimming! Sky protested.

For otters this may be the beginning of swimming, but for cats, even a cat of aquatic inclinations
such as mai, it istime for the swimming to end. Je suisfatigué, otter.”

Tired of swimming? Sky could scarcely see how that was possible. Maybe if you just Sleep for a
while.

Do not beridiculous! I cannot sleep and swim at the same time!

You do not have to swim. Just wrap yourself in kelp to anchor yourself and float until you are
rested.

Cats who float are deceased, otter.
You did not blow enough bubbles into your fur when you groomed, he chided.

| do not blow bubblesinto my fur on any occasion whatsoever, shereplied indignantly. Cats do not
blow the bubbles, you comprehend.

| did not know that. No wonder more cats don’t live in the water. Okay then. Return to land. |
must find the river seal children.

Zuzu turned her sodden and skinny corkscrew tail to him and began paddling in the opposite direction.
But nowhere did she see the land the otter claimed they had only just left.

She kept paddling, but land still hid itsaf from her. Her paws fdt like anchors and her body sagged in the
middle. Although the waves were neither high nor rough, water kept splashing into her face and she had
to snort to clear her nose. Her tongue tasted of salt and her mouth was very dry. Her eyes dso felt hot
and dry. She grew so tired she could not think and could scarcely fed. And then alarge series of waves
began pounding against her and she could no longer keep her head above the water.

Adieu, otter! shethought, and felt hersdf sinking, drowning, and had visons of her lovely bed on the
Piaf, of her food dish in the galley, of Adrienne waving her peacock feather for her to hunt, of cuddling in
Adrienne sarms and being stroked, of deeping peacefully beside her friend. Of her battleswith the
prison rats with their sharp claws and teeth.



She had always won those battles, but suddenly she felt the teeth dig into her neck and carry her off—
merde! Therat of death had cometo claim her!

THE SLED CARRYING Yanaarrived in Kilcoolejust in time for Sean to meet it. Assoonashe'd
gotten hisfeet under him, he' d ducked into the cabin and took hisand Y ana s beaded laichkay parkas
and mukluks from the storage chest, and her best snow pants and an extra sweater and a change of
therma underwear. Belatedly he grabbed the fancy patterned mittens and hats Clodagh had knitted for
the two of them with portraits of sealsand track catsin black, white, gray, and beige curly-coat woal.

Soaked and frozen, Y anawould be needing her layers. He could only hope her adaptation and
acclimatization to Petaybee had reached the point where it would protect her from the worst effects of
her dunking. He thought it would. Maybe the ice had thinned because of that new warm channdl opened
by the quake and that was why she fdl in, but he suspected the channd had been opened to protect her
from the worst effects of her polar plunge. The planet was certainly sentient enough to know that she was
avauabledly. Asfor himsdf, thedry suit kept him perfectly warm, but he didn’t want some inquistive
uniformed lad or lassto start wondering why he was dressed o differently from the others.

He handed Y and s spare clothing to Aiding, who was hovering around the ded, unfastened the blankets
bundling hiswife into the basket, and lifted her out, then turned to Clodagh’ s cabin. As he entered, the
soldierswere being herded by the rifle-toting villagersinto the longhouse.

Clodagh, being Clodagh, had somehow known she was needed and had afire going in her stoveand a
kettle boiling on top. The kettle was dented, and he saw that many of the bunches of herbs she had hung
from the raftersto dry were strewn around on the floor and crushed. The kitchen table was ill
overturned, and one of the villagers dashed past him to set it right, propping up abroken tableleg with a

parelog.

Deirdre, Clodagh’ s apprentice, dragged her bed close to the fire, and Sean laid Y anadown on it. She
promptly sat upright, brushing off with wet mittens |l offers of assstance but hisand Clodagh’s. Theice
melted from her hair and lashes and made her ook asif she'd been caught out in therain.

He pedled off her mittens, and Clodagh cut off the heavy military boots that for some reason she was
wearing ingtead of her mukluks, which were lighter and worked much better during Petaybean winter
than the Corps-issued ones. He meanwhile shrugged off his own outer gear and pedled the dry suit off to
halfway down his chest, then took her bare handsin his and placed them between the suit and his skin.
Her hands were as cold astheiceitsdf, but he fet the warmth coming back into them in answer to his
own body’ s hedt.

Clodagh examined Y and sfest, then took Y ana s hands off Sean’s chest one at atime and examined
them. The blue-white of frosthite had aready begun fading. She put Y ana s hands back againgt his chest.
“You'll mend,” she said with her usua economy of speech. Then she beamed at Sean. Shehad a
beautiful smile and abeautiful voice, and her huge roundness had aways seemed to Sean to be Petaybee
personified. Hedling, comforting, protective, even maternd. Without saying anything, she was clearly
telling him it was agood thing they had asdkiein thevillage.

Y ana caught the look and shook her head, disgusted at hersdlf. “ Once more the little human in the family
needed rescuing. Thanks, love. Some hijacker | turned out to be.”

“1 don't see aship on the pad, and the crew are under guard in the longhouse. I’ d say you did a pretty
good job, acushla”



“I could kill Aidan,” Y anamuttered.
“What did | do?’ her threatened homicide victim asked in awounded tone,
“Why did you need to cut afishing holein theice so early in the season?’ she asked.

Heturned a stricken face to Sinead, who entered with much stamping of boots and 9 apping together of
mittensto rid them of snow before hanging them on hooks beside the fire. No doubt she had tended to
the dogs before coming in from the cold herself. Aiding helped her with her parkaand brushed the snow
from her short dark hair, saying, “Yana smad at Aidan about theice hole”

“My fault, Y ana. He snot to blame.”

“See, you can keep murder in your own family,” Aidan said, holding up hishands asif in surrender, “I
wasjud following orders.”

“I had our people set afew little surprisesfor our guests,” Sinead said. “I’ d have mentioned it, but things
were moving abit fast by then and there was no chance to warn you.”

“Petaybee knew,” Sean said. “| felt aquake, and awarm channel opened up from one of the springs,
right past where Yanawas. | had been thinking it was the warm current that thinned the ice and caused
her to go bathing so early in the season, and with her clothes on too.”

“Very funny,” Yanasaid. She stuck her tongue out at Sean, but since she was within two inches of his
face dready, he took advantage of the gesture to give her alengthy demonstration of how glad he was
that she was sofe.

“Well, then,” Sinead said, “| think it’' s high timefor the rest of usto interrogate our prisoners. Come
aong, youlot.”

Clodagh pulled on her parkatoo.
“We'll be good, Clodagh,” Sean said.

“Shush,” the big woman replied, following the others. “1’'m needed e sewhere.”

SKY FLIPPED ONTO hisback with great difficulty, hisjaws aching with their burden. Land wasfar
away. Hundreds of waves. Hundreds and more hundreds. Otters swam well, but wet cats were very

heavy.

He knew shewas dive because he could hear her crying insde. Also, she did not smell dead. Therewas
avery sharp difference between dive smell and dead smell, and she dill smelled dive, mostly.

The waves washed over them fast and dapping. Then Sky, who had been focused on his passenger,
heard the engine, and then he did not.

Someone with ahuman voice called, “ Shut ’er down, LIoyd, and come and have alook at this. | swear,
this planet must bein retrograde today or some such foolishness, because aslong as 1’ velived here I’ ve
never seen anything but stiffsand squid. Now all of asudden there’ s sedlsand this! Look to the stern.”

“What isit, Sr?| can't makeit out,” the other voice said.

“I couldn’t swear toiit, but | think it sariver otter carrying adrowned rat or something.”



River otter? Thisman obvioudy did not know ariver otter from a sky otter!
“Isn’'t that something. Looks like they’ re headed for shore. I’ll steer around them, shall 17’

“No—no, Lloyd, | know you're not going to believeit, but that’sno rat, it's a pussycat, and look at how
that otter is struggling to keep her head above the water. Either that otter istrying to save that cat or this
tubisaluxury cruiseliner.”

“No kidding?’

Sky swam toward their voices, which were friendly and aso coming from theright direction. Then he
stopped. The boat smelled like old degath.

“It' sokay, littlefeller, bring the kitty here. OI' Cgp’'n Terry won't hurt you or your little buddy. | like
cats. Never liked ottersal that much, but one that would try to rescue adrowning cat isan otter I'd like
to meet.” Hisvoice had apleasing rumbly singsong to it, the same sort of tone as Father River Sedl and
his sster and other humanswho did not et otters. The boat smelled bad, but Sky’ s sense of smell was
very good at picking odors apart from each other. He could read dl of the secret meanings of a scent
poem or even an otter scent epic. These were usudly travel tales of places visted but also told who the
otter leaving the epic was, aswdll as his parentage, ancestry, mate, offspring, and how many fish each
had caught lately.

Cap'n Terry’ s scent was good, like Father River Sed’ s, and LIoyd' s scent was aso good. Sky swam to
the death boat.

“Dip net!” the captain commanded. A round hoop with anet in it cameinto the water. At first Sky tried
to turn and just put Zuzu into the net, but her head went under, so he swam backward himsdlf, into the
net.

It raised him into the air. He told himself that that was fine. Sky otters were used to the air. He wasn't
sure about cats, but he thought that at this moment Zuzu was probably glad to be anywhere but in the
water.

They were hauled over the side of the boat and lowered to the deck. One of the men reached for Zuzu,
and Sky unclenched hisjaws, which were aching from holding on to her with the right amount of pressure
to keep her skin between histeeth while not biting throughiit.

With Zuzu on her tummy, the man pushed on her back and water poured out of her nose and mouth, but
gill shedidn’'t move. Putting her on her back, the man tilted her small wet head to one sde. Water did
not actualy make catslook good. Zuzu' sfur did not look deek like an otter’ s—it glued itsdlf to her body
and made her look thinner than she was, so that every cat bone showed. Her whiskers drooped and her
curly tail looked tiny and sad without itsfluff. It was good they had been swimming in warm water. On
Petaybee she would have frozen. With onefinger the width of alarge ed, the man gently pushed thecat’s
jaws gpart and pulled out abit of seaweed. More water followed. Then he put that finger on her chest
and began moving it up and down. After the first hundred finger pushes, he bent very low.

“Hah!” Sky exclaimed, and scrambled to his paws. It looked asif the man wastrying to eat Zuzu. He
covered her mouth and nose with his own mouth, but he did not bite. He puffed with his own chest, then
removed his mouth and pushed her chest some more.

Thethird time hedid this, Zuzu' s pawsflailed the air and she thought, Sop! Do not eat me alive.

Heisnot eating, cat. He is giving you breath. Instead of blowing bubbles into your fur, as an otter



would do, he is blowing them into you so you will have some to keep the water out.
Otter? | have now achieved a sufficiency of the bubbles. Tell him to stop.

Sky could not transmit his thoughts to humans who were not river seals—no thoughts except those
expressed in scent notes, at least. The note he and Zuzu left for Adrienne' stormentor had been very
clear, but this one had too many partsto it, so he would have to show the human what to do instead. He
leaped onto his back, put hisfront pawsinto the curly hair under the back of the head covering the man
wore, and pulled back.

“What the frag?’ The man sat up and dumped Sky to the deck. Sky could have hung on to the man’'s
hair, but he didn’t wish to use his mighty otter strength to harm the hel pful human. He only wished to get
his attention.

Freed of the man’sfinger and other attemptsto revive her, Zuzu weskly rolled onto her paws and began
to busy her tongue with trying to lick her fur back into shape. Sky rushed forward to get afew sdty licks
in.

Zuzu' s fur was not amenable to having bubbles blown into it, but with the hot sun pouring onto the deck,
her fur quickly started drying.

It itches! she complained, scratching herself with first her left hind foot, then her right. Sky resumed
licking the sdlt from her body.

Just as his mouth was tasting very dry from all of the sdt, asmall can of water appeared nearby. It was
fresh, and both he and Zuzu drank. Seawater was good to swim in, but sky otters preferred fresh water
to drink. So did Zuzu.

Something smacked the deck, and the ddlicious aroma of fish filled the otter’ s senses. Zuzu had
recovered hersalf enough to be hungry and attacked the middle of the fish with relish. Sky waited politely
for her to step aside and let him have sometoo, but it had been along time since her last meal, and a
half-starved rat in no way compared with afresh tasty fish.

So Sky told her, Other fish arein the sea, cat. You cannot swim far enough to find the river seal
children. These men like cats and they have this boat for you to ride on. | must find the river seal
children. I wish you luck.

But, otter, we are a team!
Yes, but not a swimming team.
And he jumped back into the water, swam, and caught his own fish.

“If that don’t best al.” The captain’s voice rumbled down to the water as Sky struck out once more
away from shore. “ That’ snot just any otter we' re dedling with here, Lloyd.”

Behind him Sky heard the boat’ s motor roar. Soon, he knew, he would leave it behind, would be far
from shoreand dl done.

But when helooked up to seeif there wasland in front of him yet, the boat was a short distance behind,
Zuzu Sitting at the bow while the captain stared forward through ametd thing with two bright shiny eyes.

Hundreds of waves later, when he looked up again, the boat was il there, Zuzu was ill in place, and
the captain was till watching.



This kept happening. Sky got used toit.
He was the leader and the boat was following him. Hewas its aphaotter. It would follow him anywhere.

But the next time he looked up he had to wonder. Where in anywhere was he, and where did he want to
go?Wherethe river seal twinswere, of course. But where was that? There was nothing but seahere. He
was ariver otter first, an estuary otter with sea otter cousins second, and then a Sky otter. He liked to
see abit of coast, especialy when he was done.

So when helooked up again and saw the boat, Zuzu, and the captain with his glassy eyesthing, hefelt,
not lost exactly, but undecided. The captain lowered his glassy eyes and spoke to the other man. Then,
walking toward Zuzu, the captain put a hand on her shoulders and Sky heard her thought-purr.

The man raised the glassy eyesto his own again with one hand, took the hand off Zuzu, and waved his
armin adirection. He did it once, twice, three times. The boat turned toward where his arm pointed.
Then he waved to Sky and made a beckoning motion.

It was good to be apha otter, but tag was a good game too. Sky struck out with renewed energy,
anxious to get ahead of the boat in this new direction so he could once more bein the lead.

CHAPTER 16

CHRISTIAN LED MARMIE and Adrienne down long corridors, past the cells, down flights of steps
into alow-cellinged ill-lit plascrete bunker whose narrow hallways branched and rebranched until
Marmie was sure they had walked at |east the same distance through this underground area as they had
walked through the prison above.

“Isthisthe dungeon?’ Adrienne asked in awhisper.
“It'samultipurpose area. There are cells down here and some interrogation rooms.”

“No doubt,” Marmie murmured. From the tunnel-like passageways to the | eft and right issued the scents
of mold, decay, whiffs of human excrement and urine, and something worse. Shetried very hard to recall
her association with Christian and his mother, hoping it had been entirely positive and that he had no
reason to seek retribution againgt her. If she had given offense, she certainly didn’t see how, but then she
seldom did. Shewas not herself a petty person and did not understand the petty grudges some
individuals seemed to collect asif they were objects of beauty.

“Also hard copy filesand storage,” he added after they had turned into anew aide. He stopped outside
the third door and turned an ol d-fashioned key in an old-fashioned lock.

They entered what |ooked like another long cell block, but behind the bars were shelves of moldering
cardboard boxes.

“Thisisthe oldest part of the prison,” Chrigtian told them. “ Anyone who has particularly displeased hisor
her superiors gets assgned to do alittle filing down here. Starting back there.” He nodded to the point
where the corridor and its cells disappeared despite the coddike flashing of the extremely
unstable-looking overhead lights.

A desk with piles of printouts sat between the door and the first two cdllsin the place where aguard
gtation would normaly be situated.



He picked up a clipboard and tapped the paper. “ Any files not mentioned here specificaly areto be
hauled forward, to be picked up for disposal in theincinerator. That isaso on thisleve, adjacent to the
interrogation rooms.”

“Sowewill pretend to be naughty soldiers and keep our facesin thefiles” Marmie said, nodding and
holding out her hand for the clipboard.

“Yes. Thereisonly one surveillance camerain each cdl, but many of them are covered with files or dust,
and besides, the screensfor these rooms are turned off most of the time. No audio survelllance that |
know of. I will lock you in and come for you or send someone to fetch you as soon as possible.”

Opening one of the cells, he pulled down two boxes. Insde each was aguard uniform, abottle of water,
and apacket of nutrient bars. He gave Marmion akey. “Please, if something goeswrong and you are
recaptured, don't be caught with thison you. | have no ideahow long I'll be gone, and if | am much
delayed, you will eventually want to try to escape on your own. | don't adviseit. This placeisamaze,
and in many waysthe most brutal and dangerous part of the prison.”

“How long do you estimate?’ Marmion asked.

He pointed to the dusty concrete wall where alarge clock that was marked in twenty-four-hour Standard
time hung. The face was dmost obscured by dust and cobwebs, but the second hand was moving. “At
least twenty-four hours.”

He started to turn to leave, but Marmion stood on tiptoe and kissed him on each cheek. “Thisisvery
good of you, Chrigtian. Be careful of yoursdlf. They are bound to miss us soon, and you will be
questioned.”

“I planto be unavailable for questioning,” hetold her.
“Good luck with that,” Adrienne said dryly. *Y ou’ ve put yourself in alot of danger for us.”

He smiled. “ Perhaps, but there are many among us who have cause to do afavor for Madame Marmion.
| know of one man, a least, who can take you away from here, though, aas, not in a spaceship.”

“No sense compromising more people than necessary,” Adrienne said. “We have only to dert some of
Madame's powerful aliesand they will put an end to thisnonsense. They’ll open the cells and release our
people and put those who arrested usinside instead.”

Christian had been heading for the door, but then stopped and looked back at them, aworried frown on
hisface. “The officials here are good at covering their tracks. People who talk about what happens at
Gwinnet have away of disappearing. They’ re fine with scaring the prisoners by letting them know what
goes on here, and they don’t mind some reports of the brutaity leaking to the outside, just aslong asit
frightens people powerless to stop them. The officias and politicos claim a hard reputation is a deterrent
to crime, but some of what happens—" He shook his head and looked down. “—is so inhuman it could
be classfied aswar crime.” His eyeswere tormented as he looked back up at them. “They haveterrible
things planned for you, Madame, and for your crew aswell. Revenge for the inconvenience you have
caused them, but also to make an example of you to other powerful people who would get in their way.
They have stayed their hands so far only because they are till rounding up those who areloyal to you,
and because they do not wish your friendsto find out about your arrest in the meantime and upon
investigation find you damaged before they have full control of the Stuation.”

“We Il seewho isdamaged,” Adrienne muttered, but at this stage she knew it was avain thresat, coupled
withwigtful thinking.



“Have they—damaged—any of my crew thusfar?” Marmie asked. “ They have kept mein solitary, and
other than poor food and sanitation and abit of jeering, today isthefirg timel have fdt actudly
threstened.”

“They’ ve roughed up afew of the men, claiming they ressted arrest. | can’t stay any longer, ladies. |
have to try to make arrangements before I’ m expected for my next shift.”

“Wait,” Adrienne said. “If someone ese comesingtead of you, how will we know it's safe to go with
them? Shouldn’t we have a passwvord?’

“What do you suggest?”’

“Have them say they’ ve come with ordersfrom General Bonaparte regarding the retreat,” Marmie
suggested with agmile. “And Chrigian?’

“Madame?’

“Merci beaucoup.”

RO! MUREL SENT her thoughts and her sonar after her brother asfar and asloudly as she could for as
long as she could, but athough he answered at first, and her sonar found his shape in the water, she could
no longer hear him, no longer find him. She swam out beyond Kai’ sreach but then had to dive and swim
in the opposite direction from that of the boat that had captured Ronan. Fortunately, neither that boat nor
the other vessdl they had spotted near the squid trough seemed to be equipped with complex tracking
devices. And why should they? Other than the squid, there were no large animalsin this ocean, and there
didn’t seemto be alot of marinetraffic either. Her own sonar was apparently more sophisticated than
what the boats used.

She was much farther from shore than she wanted to be by the time her sonar no longer detected the
boat—or her brother.

She thought he might be unconscious now, since he didn’t answer, but she kept trying. But when she
findly did hear another thought-voice, it wasn't Ronan's.

Murel river seal? It'sme, your friend, Sky. Why are you calling Ronan river seal? I's he not with
you? Is he hiding? Are you playing a game? Can | play too?

Sky? We thought—we didn’t know what happened to you. Are you okay?

| am good. The cat is also good, now that she is not drowned. She said she was good at swimming,
but sheis not an otter so sheridesin the boat with the men. But she likes hiding and seeking. | do
not know if she knows how to count hundreds, but sheisvery clever. Not as clever as an otter,

but very clever for a cat.

What boat? What men? Do you mean the ship’s cat, Zuzu, from the Riaf?
Yed Sky said. Whereis Ronan river seal hiding?
He' s not hiding, Sky. He' s been taken, netted.

We were netted, Murel, Sky said. It was not bad. They scooped us into a big net and put us down
on the boat and then the man with the eel fingers touched the cat’ s chest over and over and



almost ate her, but not really, it was more like grooming. Very strange. But then she got up and
washed. That is the reason she is not swimming now.

Sky drew nearer whiletdling her this, and she swam closer to him. Her sonar “saw” hisimage at last.
Over here, Sky, but dive and I' [l meet you underwater .

But if | dive, the men will not know where to bring the boat and Zuzu to find me.

That’sthe general idea, Murd told him, too weary to keep the impatience from her thoughts.

But they are good men. Their boat smells bad but they are good. They fixed the cat.

Just because people are nice to cats and otters doesn’t mean they’ll be niceto river seals, Sky. |
have to keep hidden from these men.

Hah! We are playing hide and seek again! the otter replied. The cat and | played hide and seek too,
with the cat’s human female, Adrienne, and the nice human female from the ship, Marmie. The
bad men had them, but the cat and | hid and sent them a scent warning and they left. Then a good
man came for the females.

Were Marmie and Adrienne okay? Are you saying they escaped?
Mostly escaped. But maybe only hiding from the bad men.

All of Murd’simpatience with the otter and some of her tiredness vanished. That’ s good news, Sky.
You did good. You and the cat showed a lot of ingenuity and courage to help them.

No, Sky said. We didn’t show them anything. But we loosed a strong scent message on them and
they smelled that and ran away! Scent messages are like swimming. Cats do it, but not as good as
otters.

Sy?

Murd heard an anxious and somewhat nasal thought-tone calling her friend.
Mon ami, you are |lost. Where are you?

| am playing hide and seek. Murél river seal and | are hiding from the boat.

But why? Mon capitaine demonstrates great anxiety on your behalf. Everywhere he searches for
you.

That is the point of hide and seek, cat, Sky pointed out.
Zuzu, those men are trying to capture or kill my brother and me, Murdl told the cat.

Nonsense! Zuzu said. They are purrfectly pleasant men, if a bit smelly. They are very kind. They
feed the local sea creatures with refuse from the prison.

Is that the boat that picked you up? The one that dumps the bodies of the dead prisoners into the
squid canyon?

Ah! So that isthe smell. The dead prisoners you refer to—no one we know, | trust?

Not so far.



What isa squid canyon? Sky and Zuzu asked together.
It's a deep abyss in the sea where squid live.

And squid are what? Zuzu asked.

Remember the sharks?

How could | forget? Sky asked with aquiver of hiswhiskers.
They're like sharks, only with lots of arms.

Hmph. More than four seems excessive, Zuzu said.

Murd told them about the squid attack and got so involved in the story she didn’t redlize she was
surfacing for air as she communicated. The surfacing, unless there was some reason to do it sooner or
later, was dmodt reflexive.

As she surfaced, shefelt apaw on her hind flipper and looked back to see Sky.
Tag! hesaid.

Shetook in her air, and as she did, saw the boat. It was almost upon them, and Zuzu was Sitting like a
figurehead on the bow. AsMurel dipped back beneath the surface, the ship lowered its net. Shetried to
swim away but felt confused—she didn’t want to be alone again, to leave Sky and Zuzu, and that,
coupled with her exhaustion, caused her to dither in trying to decide which direction to swim. By thetime
she decided to dive below the net, it was touching her nose. Shetwirled around and around in it, trying to
get out, but Sky held her with his paws saying, Be till, Murel river seal. These men save cats and
otters and feed squids. | think they will save a river seal too.

Asthey were hauled into the air, Murel recadled that the men had let them go before. So why had they
netted her a second time? Did they know what she was now? Were they trying to catch Sky again?

A long heavy meta hook came siraight at her through the net. Sheflinched, but it only threaded itself over
two sections of the rope that made the net and pulled the entire thing toward the boat’ s deck, where it
was lowered, then opened, dumping her and Sky hard onto the wooden planksthat smelled of death. At
least the boat was not presently hauling its customary cargo.

Zuzu, we are here! Sky announced, jumping up, ready to scamper off.

So | observed, Zuzu said with ayawn. Did you perhaps bring fish with you? | am once more
famished.

Murd hoisted herself onto her front flippers and started to shake herself dry, then thought better of it.
Perhaps she could jump overboard again before the sun dried her, and the men would never know of her
dua nature.

But the sun was hot and there was no place to hide. Sky, who had watched her transformation countless
times, ran around her, trying to obscure the processwith a blur of otterly speed. Zuzu was not so helpful.
To Murd’ schagrin, the cat stalked the transforming bits.

QU est-ce que ¢’ est? the cat exclaimed. Where did the fur go? Alorst Un nez! And fingers!

Zuzu, please stop making such a big deal out of it, Murel begged. 1’d like to finish my change and
dive back overboard before the men notice.



But thisis so interesting! How do you do this thing? Zuzu asked, sniffing at Murd’ s shins, wherethe
flippers were just narrowing and pinkening into feet.

| doit all the time. So does my brother and my dad. We're selkies. | thought you knew.

Non, the cat said, sitting back and washing apaw. Me, | mind my own business. What isit to me who
turnsinto seals and who does not? Or who turns into humans or does not, for that matter? To me
it has been much better to be always the cat.

The clomp of heavy, smelly boots and a shadow fell across Murd and her friends. The captain hunkered
down beside them. He reached out a hand to touch her and she flinched. “ So you' re the dangerous aien
escaped prisoner with seagoing superpowers we were al supposed to watch out for. How about that?’

Murel didn’t know how to respond. She wanted to say she wasn't dangerous, but then thought it might
be better if he thought she was. Findly she sad, “I’m just akid. My guardian was sent to prison and they
rounded dl of usup. | haven't done anything wrong.”

“Y ou were one of the sealswe caught earlier, weren't you?’
“Yes, and you let us go then. Let me go now. My brother needs my help.”
“Hewasthe other sed?’

Agan Murd didn’'t know if she should admit that or not. While she was hesitating, the captain turned
around and bellowed to hismate, “LIoyd, dig my civvies out of my sea chest so our catch of the day
doesn't get hersdlf anasty sunburn.”

When Murd put it on, his T-shirt, in shades of blue intended to blend with the seaand camouflage him,
came past her knees and elbows. Sitting with her kneesto her chest, she pulled it down to cover dl the
rest of her too. The captain dapped a visored uniform cap on her head.

“Y our nose was getting alittlered,” he said. “Now then, you want to tell old Cap’'n Terry al about it, or
shall | just call into the base now and let them tell me what to do with you? Or maybe | should wait and
see what the otter and the cat turn into?

The reassuring thing about him was that athough he was smiling, he didn’t look or sound overly nice, the
way adults did when they were trying to cgole akid into doing something, al soft smilesand gentle eyes
and even baby tak till they were ready to pounce. He looked at her like he expected an answer, needed
an answer, or he'd do exactly what he said and report her. Whereas if she answered?“Y ou aready
know my secret,” shesaid. “But | don’t know anything about you. What' sthe point in telling you how we
got here or where we refrom if you' rejust going to turn usin? I’ d be wasting my breath.”

“I’'mcurious,” hesaid. “And the last time | boned up on interplanetary law, there wasn't one againd little
girlsturning into sealsor viceversa”

“Y eah, but you work for the company. Y ou throw the dead bodies to those squids. Anyway, | hope al
the bodies are dead.”

“Metoo,” hesaid. “I can’t figure out how you killed those two we saw yesterday.”

“Wedidn't,” shesaid. “They attacked us and we fought back, but then they started fighting with each
other and we got away.”

He nodded. When he spoke again, she thought he was going to ask a question, but he said, “Fair



enough, you want to know about me—and Lloyd too, | guess. We used to have a space vessdl, but |
had adight dispute with acompany officid over my fees and whether or not he should pay them, and the
next thing you know, my ship was confiscated and Lloyd and | were arrested.”

“So you're aprisoner too?’

He shook his head. “Nah, though we could till be. Later that year there was some new blood in the
Federation court system and on the company board, and al of the cases were reviewed. Anybody could
see the charges against us were pure fumes, but by the time we were released, our ship had been

chopped up for parts.”
“Didn’'t the new court offer to pay for it?’

“Honey, letting prisoners go and letting money go are two totaly different issuesto a corporate entity.
They did give me some compensation, and later | invested part of it in thisboat. And they offered mea
job.”

“Thisone?’

“No, | worked as alocksmith for awhile early on, then later helped set up security systems. Gwinnet
wasthelast place | worked on.”

“But—how come you' re working out here now?’

“I didn't likeit insde. | saw stuff that turned my stomach.” He gestured to the boat’ s deck. “At least the
diffs| throw to the squids aren't suffering anymore.”

Hisvoice was bitter, with afierce edge that rang more true to Murel than any gentler pity. He sounded
like her mother might have if she were doing the same job. Da, he would try for scientific detachment
from what he couldn’t help, but when Mum said how she felt about something, you knew thet for her,
that was how it was—the long and the short of it, as Aunty Aiding might say. Dawasthe family diplomét.
Mum, with her long career in the military, was more inclined to direct action, and if that was not possible,
frugtration. And in some cases subversion, the kind she had been plotting when Ronan and Murel
decided they needed to take mattersinto their own appendages.

“Couldn’'t you leave?’ she asked. “Do you haveto do this?’

Hetook adeep breath and gnawed the end of hisfluffy white mustache, which reminded Murel abit of
one of Sky'sseaotter cousins. “I tried to transfer offworld again, but there was never space for me on
the trangport ships, somehow or other. | think they’re afraid I'll blow thewhistle. But | couldn’t just stay
inside and watch. | knew that sooner or later I’d go nuclear on one of those bastards and end up back
on thewrong side of the bars. So when this boat was brought in as part of a seizure from abig drug bust,
| bought it. Then | put on my cheery corporate guy face and convinced the brassto let me transport the
bodies out to the deep part of the ocean instead of dumping them right offshore, where they were
creating a health hazard for the guards and admin personnel, aswell as the other prisoners who, you
know, didn’t actudly count.”

Hejerked histhumb back at the mate. “LIoyd came with me. One of these dayswe' |l get him back home
to see hiskids, or maybeit’ s grandkids by now, but in the meantime | need him around. He sthe only
one who can put up with mefor any length of time.”

“Haveyou got afamily?’ she asked.

“Severd,” hereplied. “In different places, from different timesin my life. I used to hear from one of my



sonsoncein awhile, but that was before | landed here. | don't think any communication isalowed
through.”

“None? Areyou sure?’

“I haven't received any demands for money from any of my exessince I’ ve been here. Which just goes
to show you that even asewer likethishasaslver lining.”

“Areyou going to turn mein?’ she asked.
“If I don't, | don’t know what to do with you. WEe re not exactly outfitted as a cruise ship here.”
“Jugt let me go, then.”

“Y ou were never here,” he said. “ Only—if you go back in, what are you going to do? Y ou said they
caught your brother. Seemslikeit' s not going to belong until they catch you too. | have asuggestion for
you—and it’s just asuggestion, mind you. Why don’t you and your otter buddy dive back in the drink
but hang around with us? That way I’ll know you' re safe or can help you out if you get into trouble.”

“Or know where | am when your friends cometo collect me,” she said.
“If that’swhat I'm up to, | could just net you again.”

“True. You could do that,” shesaid. “But | can't just hang around here and be safe. | haveto try to help
Ro and Marmie and the others.”

“We got a message asking usto assst with your capture, and it warned us about the net stretched aong
the bottom. Therewill ill be people waiting for you to spring it. Y our safest bet isto go ashore with us,
but we' re going to need areason to land on the idand. If someone asks us what we' re doing here now,

we can claim we' re doing some recreationa fishing. Y ou' d better keep out of sght.”

“I can do that easier in the water, but | haveto help Ro.”

He nodded. “We |l see what we can find out from this end, but we' ve got to makeiit al look like
businessasusud. Canyou hear it if | tap on the hull?’

“Sure, but it' seaser if you just tell the cat.”

“Of courseitis,” hesad, clearly trying not to laugh. “ Silly me not to think of that. Y ou'redl telepathic,
right?’

Murel nodded.

“Y ou talk to the squids too?’

“They were about to have supper so we couldn’'t stay and chat,” she said.

He grinned but made no further comment.

She pulled off the hat and jumped overboard, Ietting the water pull the T-shirt up around her neck. Sky
used his otter paws, more flexible than her flippers, and helped her remove it therest of theway. They
left it floating, and the dip net descended and scooped it up.

She wished she could relax and just | et the adults handle this, but it was beginning to seem like those days
were over. Thisman might help and he might not. Her impression wasthat he sincerdly wanted to, but



from what he said, he was amost as much a prisoner as she was.

Nevertheless, instead of turning back toward the mainland, he turned his bow toward theidand.

CHAPTER 17

RONAN’S STRUGGLESWITH the net ended when his head knocked againgt the side of the boat.
Dimly, he heard Murd cdling him, but he could not answer. Then the calling stopped, asdid dl other
impressions until he found himself awake, on abeach, naked and in human form, surrounded by feet both
bare and booted.

“Thefreak’ swaking up,” someone said, half threatening and half scared.
“Let’ sthrow it back in the water again and watch it change back,” someone else said.
“Areyou kidding? The old bat would kill usif welet him go. Asitis, extrarationsal around.”

“And apromotion for me,” agirl said. Ronan looked up into Kai’ s triumphant face. “1’m the one who
helped catch him. If | catch hissister too, I'll get off this planet and have a berth aboard a ship before the
rest of you finish basic training.”

Ronan scanned the faces around him while keeping his own as il as he could, trying not to give anything
away. Rory wasthere, his expression dso carefully blank. Kai wasthe only one of the Kanakakidsin
the crowd. Ronan had never seen any of the others, who were mostly older and wore, in addition to their
camp tunics, bits of Corps uniforms. Among them stood adult soldiers, wearing uniformsand
sdf-satisfied expressons.

Presently Dr. Mabo arrived. She patted Rory’ s shoulder gpprovingly as she passed him, amost
un-Mabolike gesture.

Rory must have joined up fast, Ronan redlized, maybe right after he talked to him and Murel. He
recognized that he was on the beach near the military encampment, not the one near the children’s prison.
There were no nicelittle huts or bamboo walls, just blocky prefabs and the company colorsflying below
the Federation ones on apolein the middle. That was al he could see, looking between heads and feet.
Mabo prodded him with her toe.

“Get up, boy, and come with me. We have important work to do, the two of us.”
Ronan sat up. “Can | borrow ashirt or something?’ he asked.
“Clothing isfor human beings” Mabo said. “Don’t worry. Y ou won't be staying in human form long.”

She leaned forward, and he thought for one incredul ous moment that she was going to help him up, but
instead she reached around his neck and clamped onacollar. “You' |l be wearing thisat dl times, in
whatever form.”

It was soft and nonchafing, but when he touched it, he felt some sort of webbing throughout the surface.
“What isit? A dog collar?’

“Aslong asyou are agood creature and cooperative, it isSsmply amonitoring device.” She pulled
something out of apocket in her trousers. “If not...”

Pain shot directly into his head and dl theway down to histoes. He wet himsalf with the shock and the



onlookers snickered or made disgusted sounds.

“If you fail to follow orders, that will happen. | can make it worse. If you attempt to escape, | can track
you. Thereisalethd setting, by theway. Come dong.”

“Can | wash off first?’ he asked.
“You'll bewet again soon enough,” she said.

Murel? he caled, but hissister didn’t answer. He was sure she hadn’t been captured or she' d be there
too. How was he going to get out of this? He wished he could communicate with Rory the same way he
could with Murd, but he couldn’t. Rory was smart. If there was away he could help, he would.
Unfortunately, Ronan was sure Mabo knew that too.

The others had parted before Mabo. When Ronan didn’t follow quickly enough, the collar gave him
smdler shocks that made him twitch and jerk and threw him off balance. Derisve laughter followed his
naked behind as he trailed behind Mabo until she entered one of the prefab huts.

He heard footsteps behind him and turned his head for a second. Kai was following them into the hut.

Mabo gave him agrandmotherly smile and stroked the side of the collar’ s control device with her thumb.
“I redlize, Ronan, that since you served as my research assstant previoudy, you are the most qualified
applicant for the present opening. However, since you are to be the subject of the current experiments, |
need anew assistant. Thisgirl has showed initiative and furthermore seems to have some sort of agrudge
againg you. But don't worry. | won't let her harm you any more than necessary.”

When he had first stepped in from the sunlight, theinside of the small structure seemed dark and
featureless, but now he saw that besides adesk, chair, and a metal table, there was a sturdy stand
supporting a clear-sided tank about the size of a deep bathtub. It wasfilled with water, and for amoment
he thought there might be fish in it—snacks for him? He didn’t think so. Mabo didn’t strike him asthe
consderate type.

“Getin,” she said, pointing to the tank.

Hefrowned at the tank, and another bolt of pain ran through him. “I can’t!” he said, hating the whinein
hisvoice. “It'stoo high.”

Ka walked to a shadowed corner and pulled out aladder, which she attached to the top of the tank,
then pointed to him and the ladder.

Hedidn’t want more agony. He climbed in, mooning Mabo and Kai as he lowered himsdlf into the tank.

Hisfeet began changing into hisflippered tail as soon asthey touched water, and he did down, eager to
cover himsdf with water and fur.

“Stop right there,” Mabo said before he could sit in the water. So there he was, tail to the knees, bare
human thighs bound at the knees by his own transition. Mabo climbed the ladder and leaned over the
edge of the tank, holding something other than the control to the collar. Despite the heat, Ronan shivered
asthe back of her hand brushed his skin. He felt asharp sting just where histail met hisleg, then another
one, and jumped, knocking into Mabo. She turned her face dowly sidewaysto meet his gaze, alowing
her eyesto flick meaningfully to her hand. He held perfectly Hill as she straightened hersalf on the ladder
and climbed down it. Then, while she turned to prepare some dides, he examined the sore spot. The
water was bloody.



“Ow,” hesad.

“I never promised it wouldn't hurt,” she said. “1 have to take specimens. You'll get used toit.”
“Haveyou tried it on yoursdf?’' he asked.

“Of course not. I'm ahuman being dl thetime.”

gy

“Soif you don't quit whining and leave me to conduct my work in peace, I'll give you more of thisto
whine about.” The pain dashed through him again. He cried out before he could keep hisvow to not give
her the satisfaction. It didn’t matter. She wasn't even paying attention to him anymore. Ka was out of his
range of vison, behind him somewhere, which didn’t thrill him ether.

He wished he could train himsdlf to think past the pain caused by the collar. Whatever Mabo said, he
knew she didn’t want to damage him, because then she wouldn’t have alive specimen, so even though
the collar hurt like mad, it probably wasn't doing him any red harm.

What hurt most was histail. It was not designed to have his dry body standing on it. He eased himsalf
dowly, dowly, down the side of the tank so he could sit. He didn’t want another taste of the collar, but
he didn’t want to crush histail ether, which would mean hislegs and feet would be broken when the tall
changed into them again.

“Doctor, Doctor!” Ka said.

Mabo looked over and her eyes narrowed. He expected another stab of pain from the collar, but instead
she stood, both hands closed, and said, “I was going to do thisabit dower, but now that you' re down
that far, stick your head under too. Not your shoulders and torso, mind you, just your head. And leave it
there until 1 tell you otherwise.”

He meant to obey, tried to obey, but the tank was too narrow and the water too deep if hetried it one
way and too shallow another.

Findly Mabo said, “Fine then, Kai, you hold him around the waist and stick his head under.”

The big Kanakagirl climbed the steps, her heavy gravity body making the tank dosh and shake with each
rung. She grabbed Ronan by the hair, then under the armpits, and hauled him up until she could get an
arm around hisbody where hiswaist met histall.

Though it seemed to him shelifted him as he would one of Clodagh'’ s cats, though he’ d have been
gentler, she complained, “Ugh. He sredly heavy.”

He started to return the compliment, but before he could, shetook hold of the back of his head and bent
him double, shoving hisfaceinto the water.

MUREL CALLED AND cdled, both mentaly and by using her sonar song, but she heard nothing from
Ronan. Not a peep. Surely they wouldn't just kill him? They might not mean to, but accidentaly? The
thought panicked her until sheredized with an inner certainty so concretethat if it had been an anchor it
would have sunk to the bottom of the sea: If he were dead, I’d know. Followed by: Wouldn't 1?2



Sky popped his head above the surface and said, Ronan river seal is not here. Heis hiding?
| wish! Someoneis hiding him.
We can find him! Sky said. Where are the best hiding places here?

They're ashore, Sky, but there are nets between us and the shore. | think we' re going to have to
trust the people on the boat to take us ashore—maybe in disguise.

What is disguise?
Pretending to be someone you are not.
| will pretend to be another otter? Which one? There is only one sky otter and | am the one.

| didn’t mean you. | meant me. | will pretend to be another human. There are no other otters of
any kind here that I’ ve found, so you’ d better just hide. Come on, she said, and began swvimming
toward the boat, only to find it was no longer where they had left it.

She sang her sonar song again and found it, but it was very far away. Cat? she said. | thought the boat
was going to stay with us?

The capitaine thought that you were going to stay near to the boat. We received a message that is
causing usto return to the prison.

| thought he was going to tell you to let us know if there was a changein plans.

Hedid, but first | was eating and now | perform my toilette. | cannot do it all at once. So | tell you
now. We return to the shore of the prison. If you wish to be with the boat, you must also come.
The otter swims very quickly. He can catch up, of this| am certain.

Sky found nothing to quibble with about the cat’ s attitude, and Murdl, raised with Nanook and Coaxtl
and Clodagh'’ s orange-tabby pride, redlized she was very tired and worried indeed. Of course, the cat
had better things to do than take messages for them. She was a cat, after dl.

No matter. Before long the boat was in sight again and the captain spied them with hisbinoculars. Soon
they were back on board. Murel changed, and wore the now-dry T-shirt and cap once more. Sky, with
Zuzu' s assistance, was eating afish.

“I guess| don’'t haveto ask if you had any luck,” the captain said.
“No luck. And if we had, | think I’'m too tired to do anything about it.”

“Take anap in the cabin. We ve about two and ahalf hours until we reach shore and have businessto
take care of. We may need your help then.”

Shetook him up on his suggestion, curling into abal on the sticky, ripped plastic cushion of the long,
curved bench insde the cabin. Just before she dropped off, she was aware of two furry bodiesjoining
her, one snuggling into the place behind her knees and one climbing on top of her to sit on her upturned
hip.

“WHAT ARE WE going to do with them?” Sinead asked, nodding in the direction of the longhouse,
where armed villagers—the few not currently crowded into Clodagh’ s cabin—guarded the soldiers. The



temperature outside had risen and the blizzard had blown away, leaving deep driftsand slence asits
legacy. Clodagh’ s tove pumped hest into the room, and steam rose from the snow melting from mittens,
hats, and boots.

“Keep them there, | guess,” Aidan replied, extending his bare hands toward the stove to warm them.
“They'reredly gonnacool their hed's, though, with no fire.”

“Sorry,” Yanasaid. “But they’ re still wearing good winter gear, and | don’t trust them not to burn the
place down around themsalves to force usto release them. It sthe sort of thing I'd have doneif | werein
their place”

“It'snot that so much,” Sinead said wryly. “But | worked hard helping build the longhouse and it’ s got
some brilliant carvings on the beams and posts. I'd hate to see it burned down. Still, we can't keep them
thereindefinitdy.”

Sean, who had been away for thefirst part of the meeting, announced hisarriva by slamping his boots on
the stoop outside. His entry sent one of Clodagh’ s orange-striped cats legping up from its nap on the
coats piled beside the door onto one of the rafters, where it glared disapprovingly at the humanstaking
up al the other good nap spots not currently occupied by other orange cats. Its hind paws and tail
disturbed bunches of the remaining dried plants strung upside down aong the beams. Flakes of |eaves,
petals, and grasses sifted down onto the heads and shoulders of those below, aong with awhisper of
herba fragrance that caused Eamon Oogliuk to sneeze into his mitten.

“Sean, we were talking about how safeit isfor the soldiers to have them in the longhouse with no fire,
and how dangerouswe were afraid it would beto let them build one” Sinead said, filling himin.

“It'sbeen sorted out,” he said cheerily. “1’ ve been talking on the com to some of the distant villages.
They’ re sending deds and snoclesto collect their share of our honored guests.”

“Y ou' re splitting them up, then?” Sinead asked.

“That | am,” hereplied. “Firg they’ Il be going to each village's Stranger Cave to make their mannerswith
Petaybee, then those who are accepted will have alaichkay in their honor and those who don’t will
receive the gppropriate treatment. By dividing them, even if we don’t exactly conquer, at least we'll
prevent them from planning any mischief together. | think thisis one strategy they’ Il not be counting on.”

Clodagh smiled and began stuffing medicind itemsin abag made of woven rabhbit skins.

“Did you try the com farther afield, Sean?’ Y ana asked when the general comment had died down. “Any
news of thekids, or from Johnny and the others?’

He shook hishead. “No, but | didn't try. | was busy contacting the villages to take care of the current
problem. I'll try to reach Johnny now, shal |, and seeif they’ ve been able to get amessageto Marmi€'s
dlies”

“Try therdlay to Versailles Sation too, if you can get offworld,” she said. “ That’ sthe logical place for
thekidsto look for Marmie' sdlies”

“For that matter, | could try afew of them from here, if | canget out at dl,” he said.
Clodagh shot alook at Y anaand said to Sean, “But stay and warm up amoment first, love.”

“No, no, | need to get back to the cave and let the others know what’ s going on here. The rock flock are
supposed to be hel ping our newest citizens, but you know how transported they can get in the



communion cave. No need to alarm the others any more than they are already. They’ll want to know
when it’' s safe to come home again.”

“I'dwait,” Clodagh said.

“Yeah,” Aidan agreed. “ They’ re agood enough lot, but they’ re new and we ve no ideawhere their
loyatiesmay lie. No sense burdening them with more information than they might want to have. Another
ship might land soon, and we' re down to just the one hijacker.” He dipped thetassel onhishat in Yana's
direction. “We don't want to put the newcomersin theway of bein’ interrogated.”

“Nor any of us” Aiding added.
“Indeed. Sothey’ll need to stay in the cave abit longer?’

“Aye, and therest of uswill need to be gettin’ back thereaswell,” Sinead said. “At least to deep. We
won't want to be caught out if another troop ship lands. They’ Il not be happy about us hostin’ their
personnd.”

“Back to the com station with meitis, then,” Sean said. “ Thefirst deds and shocles should behereina
couple of hours, so keep an eye out for them.”

Sean trudged back out to the com station. It was the old com shed with a Nakatira cube added. The
soldiers had sacked it, but hadn’t damaged anything of importance, probably thinking they might have a
need for it themsalves|ater on.

For achange he got aclear Sgnd. Hetried Versailles Station firgt, since the hijacked troop ship had
only departed a short time ago. He d become very familiar with the station’ s routing procedure while the
kidswerein school there and expected to hear one of the voices he' d come to know.

Instead he was answered by an unfamiliar female voice that gave the station’ s registration number but not
itsname or corporate affiliation, as previous comoffs had. “ Please identify yourself and state your
business,” shesad.

“Youfirgt,” Sean replied, putting abit of the Irish blarney in histone to sound flirtatious and perhaps asiif
he' d been into the blurry. “ Y ou' ve alovely voice”

“Pleaseidentify yourself and Sate your business,” she sad.

“You don't sound like the usua operator. Let metak to Y asmine. She knows me, and you see, I'm abit

“Identify yourself,” she repeated, then added, “1 can trace this, you know. Only authorized
communications are acceptable.”

“How about putting me through to Colone Caly then?” Sean asked. “Thisisaclassfied Stuation.”

“Thereisno Colond Cadlly at this station. Colonel Montgomery isthe officer in charge. But he will not
speak to unidentified calers”

Sean broke contact. The station was under Corps control. He hailed the troop ship next. Again aclear
sgnd, whichwas agreset relief, snce he felt an urgent need to talk to an offplanet aly.

“Good to hear from you, Sean,” Rick O’ Shay, manning the com, said in answer to hishail. “How did it
go on that end? Y ana get away okay?’



“Shetook ahit of adunking, but that was our fault. Sinead set afew surprisesfor our guests.”
“And how are your guests? Added some, did you?’

“Y es, the crew joined the rest of their party in our largest and most del uxe accommodation. Since heating
presents a bit of a problem, however, they’ll be touring the pole with some of our most experienced
guides”

“Ah. We re doing grand heretoo. A bit understaffed, but we' re dl excellent multitaskers, so that’sno
bother.”

“I’d agpecia reason for wanting to chat, Richard.”
“And that would be?’

“It seemsthere’ s new management at Versailles Sation, which ismost likely where our young ones had
their new friends take them. Isthere any way you can find out what happened? They may be needing
assistance, and we' ve no other way to reach them.”

“I'll speak with the charming Petula and get back to you, Sean.”

“Y ou know what it'sbeen like here, Rick. Y ou might get us again and you might not. I'm sure the kids
arefine, but if | don’'t do something to reassure their mother, she may declare war on the Company
Corps, and while they’ re being a bother a the moment, I’ d hate to see that happen to them. They do
havethear uses”

“Undergtood. Ah, hereisour Ms. Chan now. Pet, pet, Governor Shongili himsdlf would like aword.”
“Chan,” she said in aclipped voice that reminded him of Yanaon abad day. “What' s up, Governor?’

“Asyou may be aware, my children took an dternate form of transport and we think they may have gone
to Versailles Sation to seek help for Marmie. | just tried the regular channelsto locate them at the
gtation, and it seemsto have undergone a hostile takeover.”

“But dl you' vetried isthe direct method?’
“Aye. Isthere another you might employ?’
“Perhaps,” shesad.

Sean sat there waiting, planning how to handle Kilcool€ s share of the invasion party. He felt unusualy
impatient and restless. How long could it take them to contact the station? Surely Pet till had contacts
there. She' d been Marmi€' s security chief for years, after all. When hetried to imagine what could be
happening to cause such along delay, he could think of al too many disturbing scenarios.

Contacting the station could tip off their enemies that the ship was not where it was supposed to be and
that the crew was not what it was supposed to be. The station might notify othersin the Corps who were
closer, and they would recapture the ship and Petaybee' s spaceborne dlies and send another ship with
more invasion troops to complete the mission.

That was along shot, though. Johnny, Rick, Pet, and the new guy, Rg, were al Corps veterans
themsalves and had experience dedling with the protocol and dl that. As a native Petaybean, Sean had
never served in the Corps or even been offworld, which sometimes made him wonder what a
well-versed woman like Y anasaw in him. But then, she couldn’t turn into a sedl and enjoy roaming the



rivers and ocean as he and the kids could.

Thekids...Where were thelittle hooligans anyway? What if they weren't at Versailles Sation? Where
would the aliens have taken them then? And dmost scarier, with Versailles apparently under martia law,
what if they were there?

He found himsdf tapping hisfoot and drumming hisfingers againgt the instrument panel to the begt of one
of the Irish tunes used for latchkay songs. Why didn’t Pet answer him? He watched the instruments
carefully, but there were no red spots or blips on the screens indicating that the planet’ s magnetic forces
were playing merry hell with communications again. He redlized thet that was partidly why he was so
impatient. He had no idea how long this clear spot would last.

At last Pet’ s face regppeared on the screen, wearing agrim expression. “I'm sorry, Sean. | couldn’'t
reach anyone| could trust to find out more. We re monitoring the station’ s communications now to seeif
any mention of thetwins or our other people pop up, but for now what it looks like to meisthat they
must al have been detained—ypossibly taken off-station. There are mentions of Gwinnet, but nothing
specific yet. WE Il let you know when and if we have more-definite information, but for now wethink it
best to bypass the station and contact Whit Fiske, the Federation board chairman, and some of

Marmi€' s other friends, as soon as possible. If we can free her, she can help uslocate the kids.”

“Thanksfor trying, then,” Sean said, attempting not to sound as glum as hefelt.

Pet Chan’ s visage vanished from the screen, to be replaced briefly by Rick O’ Shay's.
“Good luck toyou dl,” Seantold him.

“Andtoyou,” Rick said.

THE SLEDS AND snocles arrived in ones, twas, and threes, first the Chugliaks from Kilgden, thena
delegation from Harrison Fjord, and another led by the Flood-Fitzhughs of Perfect Fjord.

Teams and machines were given maintenance and their drivers were fed and rested before the longhouse
was opened, and two and three at atime the soldiers, warmly dressed, were given warm soup to drink
and smoked salmon to chew before being bound hand and foot and strapped into the deds or insde the
snocles.

When the last of them were gone and Kilcool€ s guests had been dispatched with other deds and snocles
to one of the distant communion caves not in common use by the villagers, Sean returned to their own
cave and the newcomers.

He was surprised when Ke-ola, looking massive in furry snow pants and parka, greeted him outside the
cave.

“What' s the matter, Ke-olalad?’ Sean asked, seeing yet more trouble clearly etched on the boy’ s round
features.

“It' sthe Honus, Papa Sean,” he said. He' d gone from the formal “Governor Shongili” to “Doctor” to
“Papa,” then decided that that was too informal and settled on “Papa Sean.” Most older people were
uncles and aunts to the Kanakakids, but since the twins and Ke-ola had somewhat adopted each other,
Ke-olaconsidered Sean a closer relative than most.

“What about them?’ Sean asked. “ Has something happened to them?”’



“No, not redly, but they’re restless, and they swam under theice adl the way here and since then have
been swvimming in cirdesin the water.”

“Havethey told you what’ s bothering them?’

“No. They aren't talking to me, or any of therest of us. But they’ re real agitated about something. Sol
wasthinking, maybeif you turn into ased again they’ d tell you what’ sthe matter.”

Sean thought about putting the lad off, since he had quite afew thingsto organize, but as he and hisfamily
had |learned before, Honus knew things, and he knew very well that what they might know and not be
telling was exactly what concerned Ke-ola.

He and Ke-olawere aone outside the cave, so he stripped off and dived into the hot springs, changing at
once and surfacing in the midst of the circling turtles. Now then, my hard-shelled friends, what’ s this
game you' re playing and why are you not talking to young Ke-ola? He' s beside himself with
worry.

Our people need us, but they are there and we are here, thelargest Honu said.
And one of them serves our enemy, the smdlest Honu, the origina one who came with Ke-ola, added.

Enemy? That would be that woman scientist? The one we arrested for poaching Petaybean otters
and who later gave my kids such a hard time on the space station?

Enemy of Honus! the Honu replied. Enemy of seal people and otter people also.

Sean saw that the Honu had his prioritiesin order asfar as he was concerned. One of your peopleis
serving her, then? So do you mean she's captured another Honu?

A two-legged, the Honu answered. They damage a third person.
Two-legged or four?

The Honus consulted one another, closing their ring to touch noses, their shellsforming aflower on the
surface of the pool. No legs, wasthe consensus. Flipper tail and grabbers.

Sean didn’t like the sound of that. Not at dl. But hetried to stay calm and project cam ashe clarified his
suspicions. Grabbers?

Two-leggeds have them on top. On bottom, legs, on top, grabbers.

Arms and hands perhaps? Sean thought, but mostly to himself. To the Honus, clearly everything was best
described as* grabbers.” Ingtead of waiting for them to change their terminology, he asked amore
pressing question. Have you any idea where the enemy and the two-legged person of the Honus
is—damaging—the person with the tail and grabbers?

They consulted again and findly the origind Honu said, We do not know, but the seas are empty, and
on the land, others of our people are caged.

Hmm, Sean said. | believe | know of the place. Thank you, Honus. Don’'t you be worryin' your
shells about this a minute longer. The two-leggeds can take it from here.

Somehow he had the fedling they were not reassured.
He swam to the poal’ s edge and found Ke-olawaiting with his clothing. After flipping himsdf dry, he



related the turtles’ message to Ke-olawhile he pulled on hisdry suit, parka, and mukluks.
“Why wouldn't they tell me?’ the boy asked, clearly wounded by the reticence of the animas heloved.

“They spoke about their people doing wrong, so perhaps they meant one of your relatives,” Sean said.
“They might have extended their displeasure with that individud to your whole family.”

Ke-olathought it over. “Yeah, | think | remember hearing about that sort of thing happening in olden
times. | think we' re supposed to make an offering to appease them or something, but I’ m not sure what.
Not too many people still know much about the old ways.”

“Y ou might want to talk it over with Clodagh. I' ve aways found her very helpful where intergpecies
relations are concerned. |"d stay and help you mysdlf, but | haveto try to reach Johnny and his merry
band of pirates and tell them plans have changed. Someone has to get my kids out of that old wagon's
clutches”

“Wegon?’
“A hateful femae. Does one cometo mind?’
“Dr. Mabo?’

“Thevery one,” Sean said, but he called it over his shoulder. He was dready striding back toward the
com station, hoping he could still get amessage to the hijacked ship.

MARMIE AND ADRIENNE kept busy whilewaiting for Christian’sreturn. They each dept briefly
while the other kept watch, but afterward, and when they’ d eaten, they both felt the need to do
something. Following Christian’s description of how the records were generdly organized, they covered
their faces and went to work hauling the dusty files from their tombs out into the office. It was hard,
heavy work even with the use of thelittle whedled cart that could carry astack of six boxes at once, but
they had cleared most of one set of shelves and were halfway through another one when Marmion sat
down, heavily and without her usud grace.

“Madame!” Adrienne said. “ Areyou unwell?’

But Marmie was staring at one of the file boxes. After afew deep breaths, she reached for it, opened it,
and began flipping through the files. Selecting one, she pulled it out, spread it on the table, and began
reading. “Ahal” shesaid at lagt, pointing. “Thereit is. Read this, Adrienne.” She pointed with the wreck
of aformerly well-manicured forefinger, and Adrienne did as directed, but at first did not understand.

Then Madame enlightened her. With renewed vigor, the two of them returned to thefiles, piling up more

and more of the boxes until, once more, Madame chose a particular file from a particular box, and found
another of theitemsthat interested her. After another break for food and rest, they continued. They were
gtill at it when they heard the scrape of akey in the door.

“We'revery busy here,” Adrienne barked toward the door. “Why are you interrupting us?’

A timid femae voicereplied, clearly having no ideawhat she was saying or why. “I come with newsfrom
Genera Bonaparte regarding the retreat. Y ou’ re to come with meright away.”



CAPTAIN TERRY WAS glad to see the heads of the seal and otter surface beside his boat just before
he crossed the squid hole and headed back to shore.

“Maybe we ought to stop and load them back aboard before we land,” Lloyd suggested. “That way we
won't lose track of them,”

“Nah,” Terry replied, “ They can hide easier in the water. The cat can hide aboard ship without too much
trouble, but the girl isn't likely to be anything but an escaped prisoner, and these yahoos would probably
shoot the otter, thinking it was aredly big rat.”

“Well, yeah, but once we load the cargo aboard, there' Il be two femal e escaped prisoners here
ayway...”

“And once we have them safely away from port, the sedl girl can come back aboard any time, and the
otter too. But we don't want to attract any more attention to ourselves than we' re aready likely to.”

A strong wind blew up, ruffling the water and rocking the boat. The men looked up for amoment. There
were no clouds, though there was a definite disturbance in the air. They could fed and dmost seetheair
currents swirling past them. Terry and Lloyd pulled their hats down more firmly on their heads and
waiched the shoreintently, praying thet if astorm was coming it would not blow up until the transfer had
been made.

Two soldiers hefted a body bag between them and heaved it onto the dock where Terry’ s boat routindy
made its pickups of squid fodder. Shutting down the motor, Terry guided his boat in through the
wind-driven waves. Then he and Lloyd hauled the heavy bag on board, unzipped it, and rolled the two
bodiesit contained onto the deck. The empty bag was tossed back onto the dock for reuse with the next
lot. It'd never do to pollute the ocean or choke the squid with those nonbiodegradable bags, and the
bags were reusable. The tiffsnormally didn’'t mind.

One of them winked at him, which was kind of eerie, as was the warmth of the bodies under the uniforms
they wore. Bodies ordinarily went out of the world the same way they cameinto it. Clothes, even the
rags most of the longtime prisoners sported, were also thought to be damaging to the delicate ecology of
the ocean and its only large denizens.

The cat sniffed the two bodies. One reached up asif to stroke the cat, but the feline gave asnort and
turned its curly tail on them. The younger of the two rolled her eyes comicaly but refrained from saying
anything. LIoyd stepped over them to sart the engine again.

“Stay down until we re out of visua contact with the shore,” Terry told his newest set of passengers.
They were sllent as the dead while the boat chugged out to sea, until it reached the place where Terry
and Lloyd would usudly offload their cargo.

Then the younger woman asked, “How did Zuzu get aboard?’
“Sheswam,” hetold her. “It’ s getting downright crowded out herelatdly, if you want to know the truth.”

He was watching the stern from his binoculars and saw the heads of the seal and the otter pop up again.
He expected them to swim toward the boat, but instead they were looking skyward. He followed their
gaze but saw nothing. Then something dropped down to the surface of the water, obscuring hisview of
the two deek heads. He thought for a second that his eyes had played atrick on him, that the seal and
the otter had dived, but then the water began to bubble and churn as a hole opened in the surface to
admit—something.



CHAPTER 18

RONAN THOUGHT MABO would never stop prodding, poking, shocking, and cutting him. She was
far worse than the giant squid, who had only been trying to feed themsealves when they attacked. They
probably didn’t know the food had fedings. But Mabo did, and while she didn’t seem to actualy take
pleasure from hurting him, she didn’t exhibit any sign of pity ether. At first he/ d thought she was getting
revenge for the time he and Murd had thwarted her attempts to experiment on the Honu and eventualy
caused her to flee the space sation in disgrace, but she never mentioned it or actualy gloated over him.
Her attitude was more impersond. She didn’t care if he screamed or winced unlessit poiled her aim
when she was trying to snip off another piece of him. He was one big specimen to her, not even aliving
Cresture.

Kai, after her intid expressions of dominance over him, seemed to get bored with the process, maybe
even annoyed with Mabo’ s brisk orders, and didn’t go out of her way to so much as sneer at him. It was
little enough, but he was grateful that when Mabo decided it wastimeto deep and |eft Kai with the collar
control and ingtructionsto guard him, the girl looped the strap of the control around her heavy wrist, gave
him ameaningful look asif to say, “'Y ou know what will happen if you crossme,” and walked around
behind him. She probably thought he wouldn't know what she was doing if he couldn’t see her, but her
snores gave her away.

If she hadn’t had the collar control, he could have tipped the tank over and escaped that way. But he had
to do it without waking her.

The other problem was that with his bottom half in sedl form, he had no leverage to raise himself out of
the tank except hisarms and hands. Histail was heavy, heavier than just hislegsand rear. According to
physics, that wasn't supposed to be possible, but physics didn’t need blubber to keep its butt warmin
arctic waters. Futher-more, he would stay sedl-tailed aslong asthat part of him remained in water, which
it would in the tank. He didn’t see how he could dry out enough to get hislegs back without flipping
water onto Kai and waking her. And there was no way to climb down the ladder with ased tail. He d
just haveto figure out the water-flipping issue when he got to it. Maybe if he flipped away from her...

Placing his hands on the rim of the tank, he pushed with al hismight, trying to raise himsdf. He did up out
of thewater but was gtill too wet to change into human form. Heraised himsalf and suspended dl but his
flippered tail above the water, but his arms began to shake and he felt himsdlf caving. In order to keep
from losing the gains he' d made, he twisted to one side and bent historso over the rim. He felt the tank
shift dightly beneath him, but it seemed anchored to its platform well enough to prevent it from tipping
under hisweight.

After arest, during which hetried to suppress his panting so it wouldn’t wake Kai, he started diding his
hands and middle along the edge of the tank’ s side, working hisway back toward the ladder.

He had one hand on the back edge and was ready to shift when he heard footsteps outside, coming
toward the doorway. He let out asigh and dropped back down into the tank.

“Ka?' Itwasayoung girl’svoice. “Hey, Ka, it sme, Pele. Y ou hungry, sstah?’
Ronan groaned as he heard his guard stirring, then rising from the chair.
“’CourseI’m hungry. Isn’t everybody?’

“We got specid treatstonight and | snuck onefor you,” Pele said. “Didn’t want you to miss out just



because you were helping the old woman.”
“Good of you, Snceyou hate my gutsfor joining up.”

“Naah, you are my sistah. Besides, you're just smarter than we were. Joining up isthe only way to get
out of thisplace. It' sthe only reason they keep us around. They say our folks are dead, even the ones
back on the new home. We don't join up, maybe soon they stop feeding us anything.”

Ka grunted with satisfaction and tore off abig bite of doughnut, chewing it noigly.

Ronan was turned sideways to the girls and pretended not to watch. Pele and the others had certainly
changed sdes quickly enough, he thought bitterly. Petaybee was right about Ke-ola, but Ke-ola seemed
to have far from the usud temperament in histricky family. Exhausted, sore, and scared about what was
going to happen next, Ronan wished they had just |ft the rest of them behind for the meteors to finish off.
Then Marmie would never have been arrested, and he and Murel would never have cometo thishorrible
place where Mabo could pounce on them.

Hefully expected that soldiers would soon be dragging Mure in, to be subjected to the same treatment
he' d been getting.

While Ka was munching, Pele caught him watching them. Without changing therest of her facid
expression, she gave him aone-eyed squint. A wink? Why?

She said afriendly good-byeto Kai, with apromise that she too would soon be in uniform, and
departed. Kai finished her treat and settled back down beside the door. What tatters of hope and
courage he' d il had deserted him. She could see everything he did before he could tell if her eyeswere
open or not, and even if he escaped from the tank, he’ d never make it past her to the door. She' d had
her nap and a snack. She'd no doubt stay awake just to push her wretched button oncein awhileto
watch himwrithein pain.

But he waswrong. No sooner had the bully girl sat down than her snoresfilled the hut. That was
heartening, but it didn’t solve the problem of how he wasto escape.

Then he heard the door open, and he feared Mabo had returned. Kai grunted and stirred but didn’t
wake.

Ronan waited tensdly until the person who had entered walked in far enough to see. It wasRory, in
uniform, holding the collar contral.

Almost silently, Rory climbed the ladder and deftly undid the collar around his neck. Ronan held his
hands up, and Rory cut hisbonds. A wave of anger and disgust emanated from him. Silently, hetried to
help Ronan out of the tank, but it was dow going. Ronan was surprised Kal didn’t wake up. “ Put that
around her neck so shewon't cal out if shewakesup,” he whispered.

“No worries on that score, mate,” Rory told him. “There was poppy dust on that sweet. She' |l do for
now. I’'m saving thisjewery asagift for my dear old gran, if you must know.”

“It will suit her,” Ronan said. He couldn’t have spoken louder even if it were prudent. The collar had
affected histhroat, and he could barely whisper. The whisper was araspy one, at that. “But I’ ve no idea
how to get out of thistank, even with your help.”

“We could bail, but there’ s nothing to bail with,” Rory said. “It'san awkward arrangement adtogether,
even for them, I’d think. | can seehaving it upintheair like that to makeit hard for you to get out, but
shewouldn’t have had timeto haveit built especidly for you, would she?’



“No,” Ronan said. “Thislooks like the smaller tanks she kept in her lab on Versailles Station when |
was her |ab assstant—not the tanks the Honu was kept in, but some others with different sorts of fish.
But those had leversfor raising and lowering to clean and—’

“Where were they?’ Rory asked.
“Under the lower right-hand corner of the tank.”

“Found it!” Rory said, and Ronan, battered, hungry, and exhausted as he was, felt light-headed for a
moment as the room seemed to rise around him, though in redlity he was going down.

So was Mabo. He intended to seetoit.

“WHAT ARE YOU doing?’ Marmion cried as Captain Terry pushed the throttle of the little boat so it
gpat forward so fast she doubted the hull touched the water. “I saw Murel and Sky. Y ou did too! What

game areyou playing?’

Inthetimeit took her to say that, the boat had covered the better part of amile, and still the water
swelled around it and tried to drag it backward and sideways.

“Did you seethat thing plunge into the water? Look!” He pointed sternward, where the water coiled in
snakelike swells, increasingly dark asthey spilled into the center. With surprising vel ocity, the boat fought
the waves, spurting away from the danger behind them.

Adrienne said, “ Even sea creatures can't survive that.”

“I think perhaps Murd and Sky will be ableto,” Marmion said, pursing her lips thoughtfully. “ Something
of this sort happened on Petaybee before the Piaf was seized. If thisisthe sameforce, it is something
Murel can manage.”

Zuzu appeared at Adrienne’ sfeet, winding hersdf around her ankles.

“The cat’s coal, so they must be okay,” Captain Terry said thoughtfully. “They talk, you know. The cat,
the otter, and the girl. | guess her brother too. So I’ d expect the cat to be upset if the others were
drowned. But then, you never can tell about cats.”

MUREL AND SKY saw nothing when the vessal entered the water, but Murd’ s sonar told her exactly
what it was, and she and Sky dived into the center of the vortex as the waters whirled around them.

What are they doing here? shewondered, asif the otter might have an answer.
Tikka missed us! Sky replied. With no otter friends, she had to slide alone.

It seems a long way to come for a sliding companion, Murd said. According to Sky, most issues had
otters at the center.

The vortex pulled them in degper than Murel ever remembered diving. They werein the middle of the
trough containing the squid, and in the coils of water risng above them she spotted severd of the
creatures, or the parts of them not obscured by the turbulence of the spinning water.

The vortex was cam, astraight shot down the center, and there was air sucked from the surface.



Multicolored lights blinked and beckoned from the towersinsde theinvisble dome. Murd feared that the
aien Petaybeans, as she rhymed them in her mind, would not see her and Sky seeking entrance. Having
just landed, the creatures would not have the benefit of their sursurvu equipment to show them what was

going on beyond their city.

The spinning stopped as the city settled, and the pressures of the deep crushed the air from her. Above
her, the squids recovered from their spins and set their courses straight for her. Then, as she touched the
invishble barrier, it opened and she tumbled in, followed by Sky.

But Kushtaka and two of their other allies were there at the top of the dome, waiting for them. Tikka
swam up and straight to Sky, who floated listlessly in the dense waterlike atmosphere of the dome. Murel
recovered enough to redize that if the waters had felt crushing to her, they must have al but flattened her
littlefriend.

Tikkatook hold of Sky’s paw in her larger one. To Murel’ srelief the otter turned over twice, shook
himsdlf, and said, That slide was very big!

Are you okay? Murdl asked. But Sky wasn't listening. He pulled Tikka down toward the dide that
curled around the top of one spire al the way to the streets of the city.

Looking down, she saw that the street was unusually dark. On Petaybee, Kushtaka' s people had settled
it over volcanic vents, which gave it abrilliant glow from the seafloor.

Did you come for us, Kushtaka? she asked.

We did not know you were here, thelarge otter replied. We thought we wer e returning to our old
homeworld again, but we must have miscalculated. Our people did not respond to our hails, and
nothing looks familiar.

Kushtaka, those beings seek entrance to the city, Mrakasaid, pointing up at agarden of waving squid
arms and feeder tentacles within which the huge eyes of the creatures gleamed like high-tech holographic
flowers, with light reflected from the city dancing acrosstheir lenses,

No, don't! Murd said. Those things almost ate us.

It isstrange, asquid replied, and Murel knew it referred to her. Our kind are curious. We feed
seldom and it looked tasty. We wished only to try one.

If it thinks | ook strangely tasty, it is going to think the same of you, Murd told Kushtaka. She had
continued staring at the squid, which seemed to be trying to hypnotize her. When Kushtaka did not reply,
Murel looked at her instead. Where the deep sea otter had been, another squid, abeit a somewhat
smadler one, faced the ones staring in through the dome. The other deep sea otters were changing too.
Maybe not, she amended. The dien Petaybeans were shape shifterslike Ronan and her, but had the
advantage of being able to assume awider repertoire of shapes. Mraka and Puk were in the process of
changing into squid as she watched. She hoped the squid’ s dietary preferences didn’t come with the

shape.
How did you come to look this way? Kushtaka asked the squids. And where are the others?

Some have changed to shapes that can burrow beneath the sea floor, others live near the vents,
but without our cities. Those were destroyed when the invadersfirst arrived, and most of our
people were killed.

No word of a great war reached our adopted world, nor even tales of a genocide.



There was no war. Nor do we believe they intended genocide. Our eradication came as a
by-product of them making this world suitable for themselves. Only the hardiest of us survived,
and then only because of the return of spacefarers like yourselves who helped us heal and adapt.

They wiped you out accidentally? Murel asked, disgusted. Oh, man, that’ s what offworlders are
always trying to do to things on Petaybee. No wonder you tried to eat us!

Not only delicious-looking, but compassionate, the squid said. What manner of creature are you?

I’m a Petaybean shepherd seal and a shifter like yourself. | can also look like the people who
ruined your world, shereplied, putting the best possible spin on her dud nature. It comesin handy, she
added, thinking that that made her sound more like a sea creature who spied on humansinstead of a
human who was occasiondly a sea creature.

To Kushtaka, she said, Maybe | should go find Sky and Tikka and let you all talk among
yourselves, catch up on old times, that sort of thing.

While she found it interesting that the aliens had come home to the same prison world where Marmie was
being held, she didn’t see how that would make squid any less hungry, so maybe it was agood ideaif
she didn’'t hang around looking quite as yummy asthey seemed to think shewas. Since they were dl
apparently the same species, she wasfairly certain Kushtakawould let the outside squid in sooner or
later, and she ill didn’t relish being around when that happened.

Mrakaand Puk followed her. You are troubled, Murel? Perhaps you are hungry? Shall we fish?

| could eat, but it’s not my hunger that’sworrying me, it’s that of your long-lost relatives, shetold
them. Would it be too much to ask you to turn back into otters again? You' | note these scars on
my neck and back? Ronan has similar ones. Your friends nearly ate us.

The two changed their shapes and tactfully refrained from mentioning that one of the sharks, at thetime
considered friends of the Shongilis, had esten amember of Kushtaka sfamily.

Whereisyour brother? Mraka asked.

He' s being held captive by a wicked old woman who wants to know how we change shape. | was
trying to get help to rescue him from a boat up on the surface when you arrived. I'm afraid we
can't stay long. | need to help Ronan.

Why does she care how you change shapes? Does she wish to assume one of your shapes herself?
Why does she not simply do so?

Sheisn't a shifter, Murd replied.

Static? But she wishes to be able to shift shapes? How sad she must be to be stuck in the one guise
for life.

I’m not sure that’ s how she looks at it, Murd said. | think she just likes to hurt things and make
them do what she wants, but | suppose | could be—partly mistaken. Maybe she has a reason.
Perhaps you should ask her.

Then Kushtakajoined them, as an otter again, and seemed more disturbed than Murel had seen her since
the death of her son. Come. Prepare to move. We cannot remain here.

| have to return to the surface if you're leaving, Murd told her. Ronan isin ancther fix and | have



to get him out. Then we've still to get Marmie and her crew and the Kanakas free, and | suppose
quite a few other people.

Are you undertaking this task alone?
There's Ky, and Captain Terry... she began. But otherwise, yes, pretty much alone.

We may be able to assist you in some way, but first we must refuel, and there are no open vents
here.

| know where they are, Murel told her. The water’s a bit shallower there too, and squidless, so it
would be easier for me to come and go. No offense about the squid...

They are all that isleft of our race, Kushtaka said. Once this world was so over populated with our
kind that they would not allow us to remain when we returned from an exploratory journey to the
new home. And those who are left have changed. They seem to have de-evolved.

| certainly thought so, Murel said. I'm glad to know it wasn't just me.

The city began to spin again, or rather, the water around it churned into another whirlpool and then a
waterspout that lifted the craft above the surface.

You know, Murel said, there are easier and less disturbing ways to do this.

According to our equipment, much of this ocean is too shallow to permit us to travel underwater.
We need to recharge before we can fly unsupported. Thisis the only way.

There' s pontoons, Murel said. Sheredized it was ungrateful of her to criticize how they choseto help,
but the waterspout was every hit asdarming asthe whirlpoal. It didn’t take much imagination to picture
what would happen to the displaced water in itswake. Natural waterspouts, she had read—since
Petaybee didn’t have any that she knew of—were formed when cyclonic winds touched the sed's
surface and picked up droplets. The wake from these was said to be little more than bubbles and ripples.
But the domed city’ sfishing device alone generated aforce that twirled tons of water around it. Theforce
that first sank and now propelled the city through the air using seawater ultimately violently displaced the
entire ocean for miles around. Motors, paddles even. These whirly things you do are very hard on
the sea life. | ought to know.

The dense atmosphere ing de the dome kept the changesin pressure from adversely affecting anyone
ingde, but there was till the force of the spin pressing in on the inhabitants. Murel wasn't sure when Sky
and Tikkajoined her, but by the time the city-ship ceased spinning, Sky had nestled between Murdl’s
flippers and Tikkawas holding on to her mother’s paw.

Baanced atop the waterspout, they could look down through the sides of the dome to the sea below.

Murd was horrified by the view. If thiswas arescue, it was worse than the original peril. The whirlpool
pulled water into its radius for miles around. At one point, perhaps hafway to the idand, she saw Captain
Terry’sboat. It wasriding the swell produced by their passage and seemed to be doing agood job of
outrunning the worst of the disturbance from the waterspout. She was mesmerized by the bizarre view
from the elevated city, by the coils of water spiraling away from the waterspout’ s base. She couldn’t
imagine what effect al of thiswould have on the people onshore, in the prison or on theidand.

At least four times as quickly asit would have taken her to swim the distance, the waterspout carried
them within sight of theidand. In the distance, tiny figures on the beach dashed about, pointing in their
direction. The beach was much broader than she remembered it, stretching dmost to the rocks where



she and Ronan had sheltered. It looked surreal, and she knew it was wrong. Alarm bellsclanged in her
head, warning of danger. But the only danger she saw immediately was the pointing people. Can they
see us? she asked Kushtaka.

No, the shields mask us. All they can see is the water spout.

Some of the people were jumping up and down asthey pointed agitatedly. They had to know thiswas no
natura phenomenon. Why didn’t they evacuate the beach while there was il time? Someone must have
the senseto redize the inevitability of disaster. Stupid, stupid, stupid, shethought hdplessy. The egjits
find this entertaining.

Entertaining? Kushtakatried to form an image around the word but failed.
Fun! Sky trandated.
Like fish juggling? Mraka asked.

No! | mean, yes, fish juggling is entertaining. But what’s going to happen onshore when we whir|
underwater will be a catastrophe. Murd stopped. Her body, against her will, had been trying to go to
deep, but she kept jerking hersdf dert, moving her gaze so it didn’t become fixed on anything long
enough to dlow her to drift off. Sedls, unlike people, tended to deep when they needed to, not when they
had nothing better to do.

A largefamiliar object lay stranded, beached in the waterless expanse of seafloor that had been exposed
when its waters were sucked into the waterspout.

I’ sthe boat! Captain Terry's boat! We grounded it! shetold the others.
But that was the moment the water began adownward spird, the city sinking with it.

We have to do something! Stop it! We can’t go down now! shecried. Our backwash will drown
everyone.

She hadn’t finished the thought before Mraka and Puk, experts with the vortex mechanism that provided
S0 many servicesfor the city, disappeared.

We will do what we can, they promised.

Their device could capture enough fish from the seato feed the entire city. But it was a so capable of
ensnaring bigger prey—sedls, people, whales, or even boats—by catching them up initsvortex. The
same mechanism could aso propd the city-vessdl into space, Sink it into the ocean, or, asit was doing
now, drive it acrossthe surface of the water. The problem was, the device aso caused what Mum called
collateral damage. The dien ottersdidn’t mean to cause harm, but the water displacement caused by
their propulsion device was disastrous to other creatures. Now it seemed abouit to cause the desths of
friendsand enemiesdike.

CHAPTER 19

RONAN'’S LOWER PARTS were human before he and Rory reached the door, stepping over the
deeping Ka. Mabo had torn off Ronan’s harness with his dry suit and thrown it in acorner, and he
snatched it up and pulled the harness over his shoulders but didn’t bother to dress. As soon asthey hit
the beach, he' d be back in the water again.



He hadn’t counted on Pele meeting them behind the lab hut, but though she couldn’t help noticing that he
was naked, she paid it no more mind than if he' d till been asedl. Instead she hissed with darm, looking
at the sore places Mabo' s specimen-collecting had left on hisbody, and said, “ Y ou'reredly hurt.”

“Sun and st water should do them wonders,” hetold her.

Thedirect sunlight seared his skin, but thanksto his Inuit ancestors on hisfather’s Sde and the Navgo
ones on hismother’ s, his skin bore a permanent tan that protected it, even the bits not often exposed, in
human form, to the light of day.

They dodged from one building to another, and he recaled the times he and Murdl had done as much,
playing at being soldiers or adventurers from some story or another. Even as sedsthey’ d played tag and
hide and seek, but this game wasin earnest and he would have preferred to just run for the beach and
diveinto the water. He was stiff and sore and rapidly becoming so hot hefdt sick and dizzy.

The huts were set in ten neat rows of sixteen per row, eight huts back to back, each row like a spoke
leading from the mountain to the beach, and one inward-facing row of eight at each sde. Fortunatdly, the
lab hut wasin the last row to the right of the compound, so no doorways looked onto the backs of the
huts. Ronan and his friends could creep, dink, and dodge behind them without being spotted from within
the compound. However, Rory touched hisarm and pointed up into the trees. Sturdy guard towers were
perched among the fronds and leaves, an armed sentry in each tower.

The beach beckoned brightly just ahead. Ronan was anticipating the hot sand on his bare soles when
Pele held up her hand for them to stop. Craning his neck, he saw alarge group of kids trooping down the
beach from the children’s camp, herded by the matron and the doctor.

“Keep together, no talking, and try to march in step,” the matron told them. “If you can behave like good
soldiers, they’ re more likely to chooseyou to join.”

“Uh-oh,” Rory whispered. “It’ slater than | thought. I’ m supposed to be there to meet them. Can you
wait here until the beach is clear, then makeit to the sea by yoursdf?’

“Easy,” Ronan sad.

“Look out for the net,” Pele whispered. “| think they put it back up again, hoping to catch your sistah. |
gottago too.”

But instead of heading back into the compound, as Rory had, she took off into the jungle, staying closeto
the trees and out of sight of the guard towers. He was pretty sure he was the only one who saw her run
out of the jungle and onto the beach behind the other children. The matron and the doctor were not very
vigilant today. If the field trip was afurther attempt to recruit the kids to the ranks of the Corps, asit
appeared, then they wouldn't be too concerned with who came and who didn’t, or with security for that
meatter. They wanted the kids mingling around, seeing the advantages in housing and food the soldiers
enjoyed, hoping those amenities would entice new recruits.

He watched the kids scrunch past, farther down the beach, where they were greeted by afriendly adult
bellow. “Good evening, ladies and gentlemen. Welcome to Camp Kindling. How many of you aready
know how to shoot? How many would like to learn?”

Enthusiastic shouts of “Me! Me!” in severd different languagesissued from the crowd. Ronan knew he
probably should wait for dark to try to make it to the water, but he didn’t think he could stand to wait
that long. Thelonger he stood there, the more likely it was that he would be seen. And the recruiting rally
was the best diverson he would have for awhile. Waiting for some of hisfellow prisonersto be armed



and begin target practice didn’t seem like asmart idea. He remembered some of the kids calling him a
freak and laughing when he was in trouble. Besides, he was vaguely sand-colored, so about as
camouflaged in the daylight ashe waslikely to get.

He bent low, preparing to streak toward the water.

But just as he set foot onto the sand, his eye fixed firmly on hiswatery god, the sea seemed to inhade and
sucked the water away from him, so that instead of fifty feet of sand to cross, he was|ooking at fifty feet
of sand plusthree or four timesthat distance of rock, debris, and stranded fish and crustaceans. The
seabed was exposed dl the way out to the sunning rocks. The net trap was draped over other large
rocks and pieces of driftwood. They had reset it, hoping to catch Murel, no doubt, after hauling himin.

All of thishe noticed only briefly, his attention grabbed by a perpendicular whirling waterfal approaching
from the direction of the mainland. The closer it came, the more the water on his beach was sucked

away.

Theroar of the waterspout was deafening, drowning out the soldiers, the children, and the motor of a
small boat that had been approaching but was now utterly beached when the water did out from under its
ked, leaving it gpparently <till running but tipped onto its Side.

Maybe they had waterspouts on this planet al the time, but to him it looked like something the so-called
deep sea otters might manifest, them and their cloaked city and manufactured mael stroms and whirl pools.
Murd had something to do with this; he just knew it. She was probably coming to rescue him, but she
and their mutud friends had certainly complicated his own escape plans.

He should have been prepared for the wave that began rolling toward him in ahuge diagona wall even
before the waterspout started to sink, but the waterspout and itsimplications had hypnotized him.

Down the beach the children had been pointing, but now the guards and the other two adults began
running inland, some dragging smdler forms behind them, others running unimpeded as quickly asthey
could.

Ronan didn’t see who got away and who didn’t because suddenly a strong dark arm clamped across his
neck and Dr. Mabo said, “Got you!”

Later heredlized she probably saved hislife. She began dragging him back up toward the top of the
camp, away from the beach, while at that moment the water flooded toward them in agrest towering
wall a leadt fifteen feet high, bearing boulders and debriswith it. He thought he heard screams, but they
were like the fish churning in the flood, their noise overcome by the massive roar.

Dr. Mabo lost her grip on him as he backed over her, trying to get away from the watery wall. The water
knocked her down, and he grabbed for her, but his hand turned into aflipper asthe water hit it.

“WHAT THE FRAG wasthat anyway?’ Captain Terry asked, hisvoice shaking as he picked himsdf off
of therall of hisboat, where he' d been flung when the water went away. “ That was no waterspout. It
sucked the ocean out from under us.”

Marmion pulled adimy fishnet away from her face and Adrienne's. The net, tangling around various
protrusions on the boat, had saved the women from being inhaled by the waterspout. “I told you, mon



capitaine, that | encountered something of the sort before. It isfar more powerful than ordinary
inclement wesether.”

“Y ou can say that again,” Terry murmured, gazing with awe at the emptinessin front of them and the
thick finger of water pointing at the clouds on their starboard side. Ordinary waterspouts, even very large
ones, were transparent, mostly wind with alittle surface water carried with them. This one had durped
the ocean up into it like a soda through a straw and whirled it in a dense shining column far above their
heads.

A pitiful meow came from indgde the cabin.
“Zuzu!” Adrienne cried, and reached for the hatch.

Terry shook his head once, sharply, and tried to yell over the roar, asound like houses collgpsing: “ Take
adeep breath. Here comes the water.”

That'swhat hetried to say, at least. He was preparing to drown, wondering if he could choose which
portions of hislife would flash before his eyes. There were many he had no wishto relive.

Then apowerful force hit the boat, soaking them al. He expected to be engulfed at any moment.
Expected to fed the water enter his mouth and nose and force the bresth out of him. Expected hisfragile
grip ontherail to be torn away, maybe taking hisarm with it. Instead, he felt the deck come up under his
feet while the cat continued yowling from the cabin. Madame Marmion was no longer staring behind
them but ahead, where the beach, the huts, and the volcano in the middle of the idand were rushing to
meset them.

Water wasn't supposed to behave thisway. Storms weren't supposed to behave thisway. Why, thisone
didn’t even seem to have wind associated with it, except to driveit in certain directions. It was asif some
intelligent force had creeted it and—

The boat was lifted up over the rooftops of the military huts on the idand, carried beyond them, and then
dropped among the trees. The sound of the wave that had propelled them, a shrill whistling roar, abruptly
stopped.

He took a breath, because he could, and looked back. What he saw was what he had expected, and
also something he would never have predicted in athousand years.

The greet cliff of water broke the back of the camp while engulfing it and the people who, for an instant,
Terry had seen running across the grass beneath the wave' s cresting overhang. But as the flood claimed
the village, dark shapes moved withiniit.

In moments heads and bodies lifted above the floodwater. Human heads and other kinds aswell, those
belonging to a species unlike any Terry had seen before.

Then asomewhat more familiar form flopped out of the water, asmal dark femae form clutching it
around the neck.

The sedl barked.
Marmion cdled to it. “Ronan? Murd 7’

“Isthat you, little girl? Terry called, but before he finished his question Marmion and her first mate were
climbing over therail, jumping from the deck to the jungle floor, and sprinting to the wet arealeft in the
wake of the retreating wave.



The two women struggled to extricate the seal from the grasp of the person it had saved. Meanwhile,
above theflood line, other human bodies were thrust from the water by the other, stranger species. Some
were uniformed and most were children. LIoyd jumped off the boat and sprinted over to relieve Marmie
and Adrienne of the small black woman. The seal waited, then wasjoined by the other sedl and thellittle
otter.

One of thelarge crestures, the kind that did not loosely resemble squid, had reminded him of something,
and now heredlized it was otters. They didn’t ook like the deek little brown fellow that accompanied the
gray seds. They looked like oversized seaotters, as big asmen. A few of them climbed out of the water
to examine the wave victims more closdly, and he could see them clearly. Of the others, dl he saw were
the ends of tentacles as they released their burdens onto the beach.

“Hey, wait!” he called after LIoyd and the women. “Wait for me! I'm the cgptain! I’'min charge!” But
nobody waited. Lloyd started to lift the body of the little black woman, but Marmie said, in an
uncharacteristically hard voice, “Leave her. That is MariaMabo, and though | know not how, | can
assure you sheis behind much of the trouble here.”

If Madame Marmie thought the woman wasn't worth saving, that was good enough for Terry. He
sprinted to the next unattended body and began resuscitating a black-haired little girl, fish-belly pae and
limp as washed-up seaweed until he cleaned muck out of her mouth and she spit up ageyser of water
and started breathing. She was followed by the next and the next and the next.

He saw the sedl twins shove the last of their rescuees to shore, then emerge from the water. The next
time he looked up from sharing breath with adrowning victim, there were two black-haired kids, naked,
aswas amost everyone ese, working over the other bodies above the flood line.

The water carried the big otterswith it back into its basin, leaving behind destruction and debris.

As more people were resuscitated, Madame Marmion and Adrienne began showing those who did not
know resuscitation techniques how to employ them to help sill-unmoving victims.

Terry directed the newly trained to the untreated victims, using his bullhorn of avoice to good effect, but
the next time he searched the crowd for the sedl twins, he didn’t see them.

CHAPTER 20

THAT WASBRILLIANT, Mraka, Puk, Murd told thetwo adien engineers. Your fishing jet pushed
Captain Terry's boat ahead of the flood. They're fine, Marmie, Adrienne, the captain, Lloyd, and |
heard Zuzu meowing from the hold. And as you can see, Ronan is fine as well.

What there is left of me, Ronan said. But he wasn't grumbling. He wasimmensely relieved to be avay
from Mabo and the idand, but he was hurt and exhausted, and longed for home as he had not since this

mission began.

We need your help again though, Murd told therr friends. | don’t know what range your fishing jet
has, but if you could give us a wee boost back toward the mainland, we' d appreciate it.

We just came from there, Mraka said, sounding puzzled.

| know, and there’ s no need for you to go back. In fact, it would compound the disaster. But since
you'’ ve a power source now, we could use a lift if you can provide one. Your wake will have had
the same sort of effect on the mainland and the prison that it did here. If there’ s flooding, the



prisoners, including our friends, will be trapped.

You must not go alone, Mrakasaid. There are wicked humansin that place, the sort who destroyed
our world.

| think they' Il be busy saving their own skins.

Hah! Sky said. The seal children will not be alone. | will be with them.

Metoo, Tikkasaid.

Not without me, Kushtakatold her daughter.

Look, that’s great. But we have to go now, Murd told them. Our friends may be drowning.

Thefishing jet was crowded. Two seals, asky otter, and severa deep sea otters and squid-forms
traveled inddeit. Mrakaand Puk gave it as much power asthey dared without causing further tidal
catastrophes. The new volcanic vent provided sufficient power to propd them almost to the squid trough,
across which the twins and Sky swam with greet dacrity, leaving their dien dliesto ded with any of thelr
tentacled kinfolk who might rise far enough from their deep seahome to endanger the swimmers.

The waves were not as greet as they had been, but the agitation from the waterspout and its sinking had
caused a secondary oceanic agitation that was compounding the damage from the first. The twinswere
swimming under their own power, hafway across the squid trough, when agiant wave picked them up
and carried them up over the prison wall and into the moat pool the waves had made of the prison yard.

Sky washed in beside them. Behind him were Tikka, Kushtaka, and three of their people. Like
Kushtaka, these three had assumed their squidlike form, but Tikka maintained the giant deep sea otter
guise the twins were more accustomed to seeing.

The main entrance to the prison had been blown open by the force of earlier waves and they were able
to swim insde. The floors were covered with water that would have been waist high on a human, but no
humans were in Sght until the rescue party reached the cells. The electronic controls on the barred doors
blocking the corridors had been shorted out by the flood, but the bare overhead bulbs flickered fitfully,
cagting long shadows on the water.

Women'’ svoicesissued from the cells ahead of them, caling to each other, asking what was going on,
some mocking, some bitter, some solicitous, and many in languages the twins did not understand. Some
of the words were familiar, though, and pronounced in the mel odious accents of the Kanakas.

Catching sight of them, one of thewomen said, “ Sedls! And an otter? They’ re turning this place into an
aquarium!”

“And me without my mermaid tail! Any of you girlsgot acomb and amirror?’

“No, but I can sing. Mermaids do that.” Thiswas afamiliar voice too, but from a distance the emaciated,
dirty, ragged, and very wet woman speaking was all but unrecognizable as Marmi€' s housekeeper, Mrs.

Fogarty.

“Ah, yes, dearie, let’ s have arousing chorus of ‘Row, Row, Row Y our Boat,” another woman
suggested. “Or any sdections you may have that include swimming ingtructions.”

“I used to like wet and wild, but thiswas never what | had in mind,” yet another woman said.



“What' sthewater level like up there?” someone called from the end of therow. “Isit risng?’
“Doesn’t seem to be,” someone called back from behind the twins, and then let out ashrill scream.

Thiswasfollowed by others. The twinsflipped over to see what was causing the screams. The women
behind them were pointing at Kushtaka and her companions.

“Mongters! They feed the bodies of the dead to those things and now they’ ve turned them loose on us!”
Say back, Kushtaka, Tikka. They're frightened of you.
So we can hear by the noises they make, Kushtaka replied.

By now the twinswere near the cdll of four Kanakawomen. At first these women also seemed frightened
of the diens pointed out by the others, but now one asked, Seal sistah, seal brutha? Friends of
Ke-ola?

Ronan barked and Murel flapped her flippers together and walked backward on her tail ascomicaly as
possibleto dlay the fears of the prisoners. Once the Kanaka women recognized the twins, however, so
did Mrs. Fogarty and other incarcerated crew members among the female prisoners. Then Kushtaka and
her people were able to come forward and gain acceptance by association.

“It'svery good of you childrento try to free us,” Mrs. Fogarty told them. “But unless you happen to have
agpacecraft handy, I’'m not sure it will do us much good to be out of our cells.”

“At least we won't drown in hereif we go with them,” someone elsetold her sengibly.

“I can't swim,” another woman said in aworried tone.

“Ronan and—I mean, the sedls, won't let you drown,” Mrs. Fogarty told her firmly. “Nor will 1.
First we have to unlock the cells, Murd said, eyeing thelocks.

Otters know all about locks, Sky said, surfacing between her front flippers. The cat showed me. He
carried aring of keysin one paw.

Otterswill have to unlock the doors, then, Ronan said. | wish when our grandfather designed us to
be seals he had designed seal s with fingers and opposable thumbs.

The prisoners grew quite excited seeing the little otter with the paw full of freedom and exclaimed about
how cute and clever he was. Sky, who understood human speech pretty well by now, preened.

“Here, littlefdlow, give thoseto me,” Mrs. Fogarty coaxed.
It's okay, Sky. She'sa friend, Murd told him.

Sy otters have many friends, Sky replied smugly. But there should be a game. | will drop the keys,
then you dive?

No time for that, Sky, Ronan told him, struggling to keep his patience with their friend. But thereisa
huge game of hide and seek to be played here. Why don’t you swim around the prison, keeping out
of sight, and see how many friends you can recognize from the ship and Ke-ola's planet? Find the
keysto all the cells, if you can, especially on thisfloor.

We could just free everybody, Murel said.



| don’t think we want to do that. There are probably a lot of real criminals mixed up with the
people who’ ve been falsely accused like our friends. If we release the wrong people, it could do us
mor e harm than good.

| don’t think we’ ve time to be that picky, Murd argued.

Sky somersaulted through the water and proffered the keysto Mrs. Fogarty, who unlocked her cell and
waded out.

Ready or not, otters are coming! Sky’sthought declared while he verbdized alot of chittersand
squeaks and swam a brown stresk back through the water.

“They took Madame and her first officer to the dungeons,” Mrs. Fogarty said. The twins knew shewas
actually addressing them but trying not to give away their secret. “It’ ssaid that iswhere the wordt things
happen to people. They go down there and don’'t come back.”

“Sorry, love,” said the woman whose cell shewas unlocking. “Y our friendswill be goners by now.”
| wish we could tell her not to worry about them, Murel said.

Yeah, but there may be other people down there who need help, Ronan replied.

You think they’ d have survived thislong?

Maybe, maybe not, but there’ s the male crew members from the Piaf and the station to free yet.
I’ll lead Mrs. Fogarty and the key ring over there, sis. You go help Sky. He won't be strong
enough to drag anybody out of danger if necessary.

I’1l go too, Tikkavolunteered.
Sy, have you found the dungeons yet? Murel asked.
Yes! Thisway. It isa good dlide.

Murel was afraid of what she might see, but at least she knew it wouldn’t be Marmion and Adrienne
drowned. She dived down thetripleflight of stairs, Tikkaright behind her. The water had forced the
door open so it hung twisted to one side of the frame.

Using her sonar, Murel swam around the floating uniformed bodies. She could seefairly well. Therewere
high windows around the top of the walls and these had & so been forced open when the water flooded
thefloor.

Thereisair! Sky told her. At thetop, thereisair. Up high.

She followed him through the rooms, searching as she went, then heard the otter exclam, Here are
humans! Live ones! They are hanging from the ceiling.

Puzzled, she sought Sky out and found him swimming circles around three people hanging limply from
their wrigts, their chins barely clearing the flood. Two young men and afemae. Oddly, they wore the
tattered remnants of guard uniforms.

Tikkaswam closer and examined what held them up. Then she dived toward the floor and came up
again, clutching something in oneforepaw. | will cut them down.

I’m not sure that’s a good idea, Murd said. They can breathe where they are now, and if we take



themwith us, we'll have to carry them back up the stairs, and there' s no air in the stairwell. We
might kill them instead of save them.

But | found them! Sky protested, asif they were fish he was being denied the chance to edt.

| know. But | don’t know how to free them without doing more harm than good. And we don’t
know who they are. They could have been hung here for brutality to prisoners, for all we know.
Shedidn’t think that wastrue, but it could be.

Thisone, Sky sad, circling one of themen. The cat and | saw him through the holes. He came for
Marmie and Adrienne. They did not smell afraid with him. Thelittle otter paused and studied the
man' sface for amoment before adding, Yes, | think it is him. He was dry when | saw him before.

Oncethewater drained away and the people on the roof redized it wasn't going to rise any higher,
Murd knew they’ d climb back down into the prison and resume business as usua. Then these people,
who were evidently being punished or tortured, would wish they hadn’t survived. If shedidn’'t move
swiftly, she, Ronan, Kushtaka s people, and everyone el se they were trying to rescue would al be
captured aswll.

SKky patted the man’ s face with his paw. Wake up. Time to go!

The young man’s eyes opened, then he groaned and closed them again. He looked to be in terrible pain.
Tikkaswam up to him and looked questioningly a Murdl.

Go ahead, Murd told her. If he's conscious, he can swim. Pat him again, Sky, and see if you can
rouse the others.

The man opened his eyes again and stared a Murel curioudly, then a Sky. Hetried to flinch away from
Tikka, but he had no room and no strength. The dien otter cut the restraints binding him to the celling,
and he sank like astone, his eyeswide open. Murd dived and caught his shirt in her teeth, but it tore
away. However, he was awake and surfaced again.

“So you're not hereto eat us after al?’ he asked aloud. She wished she could answer him.

Sky splashed him. “ Silly! Otters do not eat humans. Seal's sometimes eet otters, but not river sedls.
Humans sometimes eat otters and sedls, but not the other way around. Otterslike deliciousfood like fish
and clams. Humans do not smd| ddlicious”

Stll, Murd could tell that in spite of his attempts to reassure the man, he was pleased to be mistaken for
aferocious man-egting otter. She, on the other hand, was appalled a being mistaken for aferocious
man-eating sedl.

The man helped Tikka free the other two people, holding each of them up until they awakened enough to
swim on their own. Now it wastimeto leave the safety of the air pocket and lead these people up to the
ground levd.

Therewas no way to tell the humans what they wanted to do, though Murd tried sending calming
thoughtsto them. Finally she swvam up between the first man’slegs, inviting him to ride her back, and he
turned to the others.

“They want to give us alift through the flood. Hang on however you can. They can swim out of thisfaster
than we can alone. Deep breath now and—"

He ducked his head down and clasped hisarms around Murel just above her flippers. She shot back



through the water and spiraled up the stairs as quickly as she could, keeping her movements fluid and yet
stable enough not to throw her passenger.

Have you got them? she asked Tikka
Yes. Hurry! These creatures are fragile, Tikkareplied, her thoughtsfull of anxiety.

They reached the surface in time to see some of the prison walls shaking. Ronan, bare as the day hewas
born, his skin full of terrible bruises and sores, was running down the stairs toward them. “Our people are
loose on the lower level and | just rleased Marmi€' s crew who | found on the upper one. Did you fedl
that? There' saquake starting.”

He jumped back into the water, resuming his sed form. The prisoners Murel and the others had rescued
were too busy breathing to notice his change.

The newly rescued prisoners began swimming toward the entrance to the prison. Up the corridors and
coming down the stairswere others, o fleeing. Murel hoped they knew where they were going and
what they were going to do, because she had no idea.

Kushtakatold her, We will swim out and return to the ship now. Will you come, too?
We can't just leave them, can we? she asked Ronan.

| don’t see what more we can do to help, hereplied. And there’s Marmie to think of. If we can
manage saving her, she can help everyone else.

They could see the flooded prison yard through the doors when they heard the shotsring out and
shouting. They dived under and swam out into the moat, twisting to look up.

The guards are firing from the roof! Ronan exclamed. The prisonerswill be shot like ducksin a
barrdl.

Murel had reached the door by then. The prisoners were under the water, swimming for the entrance.
Suddenly, the prison shook as vigoroudy as the twins when drying off to become human. Peoplefdl off
the roof into the water.

The light was strange. Beyond the crowded roof and tumbling figures, beyond the firing guns, the sky
blistered and boiled with brilliant hot color.

The twins knew what that meant. They had seen it on Petaybee alot recently.
The volcano in the middle of theisland... Murel sad.

Maybe the alien Petaybeans upset the seismic balance or the core magma levels or something...
Ronan said, making awild guess.

Or maybe this planet is waking up too, Murd suggested. Asthey swam out to sea, shefilled himinon
what she had learned about the squid and about this being the origind homeworld of thedien
Petaybeans.

But if that’s so, they invaded and overran existing sentient life-forms to make this prison colony,
Ronan said. That’' simpossible! It's goes against the foundations of Federation law.

So does quite a bit of what we' ve seen here, Murd said. It doesn’t seem to bother anyone much.
They swam farther out, over the squid trough. The lifeless bodies of severd more squid bobbed on the



water’ s surface, their tentacles limp as seaweed.

When they were dmost across the trough, the seaiin front of them opened like the mouth of agiant
whae. Kushtaka, Tikka, and the other three diens swam into it and were sucked in so quickly that they
seemed to vanish. Sky cut through the water past the twins and with agleeful and dightly startled “Hah!”

also disappeared.

Thetwinsfollowed and, after severd breathless moments, whooshed once more into the control room of
the underwater city-vess.

Mraka and Puk looked as alarmed as giant deep sea otters could look. We have the power we need
now. But it has made danger for the land-dwellers.

Whoops, Ronan said.

CHAPTER 21

WE'RE TRAPPED BETWEEN alavarock and awet place,” Captain Terry told the twinswhen they
had gone ashore and found him with the group of survivorsfrom the waterspout’ swake. It was alarge
group. The only people still lying down were afemal e sergeant whose leg had been broken by a boulder,
carried inside one of the powerful waves, and aboy of about five whose collarbone was broken by some
other piece of debris. Otherwise, the survivors huddled or milled aimlesdy about on the beach. Most of
the children had survived, since they were the lightest and easiest for the aliensto rescue. Only afew of
the soldiers remained, but apparently many of them had recently returned to the mainland to be deployed
offplanet, so only acore group had been on the idand when the tsunami struck.

Among the survivors, Ronan and Murd thankfully counted most of the people they knew. All of Ke-ola's
family, including a sullen-looking Kai, the matron, doctor, captain, Lloyd, Marmie, Adrienne, and Zuzu
the cat, who had appointed hersalf guardian of Dr. Mabo and sat on top of the woman’ s head, kneading
her scalp vigoroudy with both front paws. Mabo was bound and gagged and, for good measure, was
wesaring the collar she had put on Ronan. Rory handed Ronan the control, but Ronan pitched it out into
thewater asfar asit would go.

“Not even alittle zap?’ Rory asked, disgppointed. “1 mean, | can’t. She is my grandmoather.”

“I don’'t want to disturb the cat, and if | zapped Mabo, the shock would probably kill Zuzu. She looks
like she' shaving fun.”

“Besdes,” Murd added, “your gran is serioudy twisted. She usesthat kind of stuff. We' re better than
that.”

“I guess s0. | don't want to do anything like she does. It might make her think there was afamily
resemblance.”

The ground trembled benegth their damp feet as the mountain beyond sent up plumes of smoke, ash, and
sparks. Thetrees whipped fitfully in astrong hot wind. At least everyone had dried out quickly, Murel
thought, and there was no danger of hypothermia here, as there would have been on Petaybee, though
sunburn was aways a hazard.

“WEe ve been heretoo long,” Ronan said doud. “ This placeis sarting to look like home. Or bits of it.”

“Thewarm bits” Murd agreed, with anod to the volcano. “ So now what? The boat’ s wrecked, the dien



craft can't help aslong aswe re on land instead of in the water, the mainland isfull of armed soldiers, and
these people can't survive at seavery long.”

“Y ou didn’t mention the volcano about to blow,” Pele reminded her helpfully.

“That too.” Murel regarded the waving tree fronds and the swaying trunks, then said, “ Thereis one thing
you might do that could help. Though this planet isn't as receptive as Petaybee, it might listen. Ke-olahad
usdo abirthing hulafor the new volcano at home. Do the rest of you know it?’

“Not really. Ke-olapaid more attention to that suff than the rest of us.”

“I' know it,” someone muttered. It was Kai, looking defensive. When the others turned to her, the big girl
shrugged. “I helped Mamawith you younger ones.”

“Y ou know the birthing oli?’ Pele asked in surprise.
“I ought to. She wasin labor with you amost three days.”

“Ke-ola showed usthe dance, but we don’t know thewords,” Murd said. “And it was awhile ago. Do
you still remember the steps?’ she asked her brother.

“I think 0,” hesaid. “When | seeit again it should come back to me.”

There was another great tremble and another plume of smoke, ash—and flame. Glowing hot veins of red
bled down the side of the mountain.

“Hasanyone cdled for help?’ theinjured sergeant asked. Shewas a smdl, wiry woman who reminded
Murd abit of Pet Chan. “We need to be evacuated. If that |avareaches this beach, there'll be no safe
placefor any of us. I’ve seen it before.”

“Most of our equipment was destroyed, Sarge,” another soldier told her. “The mobiles aren’t working.”

“That' s because the same thing happened on the mainland,” Ronan told them. “Y ou can’t expect any
help from that quarter. We're on our own. | know this may look daft to you, but it's worked before,
back where we come from.”

Murel had grave doubts about whether the hulawould speak to the core of this planet. They’d had no
indication that this thoroughly tamed world with its moribund sea.and prison-popul ated landmasses was
a dl sef-avare. And eveniif it was, it might not be reasonable. But trying to soothe it with the birthing
hulawould keep people busy, at least.

Let’sleave themto it and go back to the city, she suggested. Kushtaka’ s people know more about
how this world functions than anyone around here. Maybe they have some more ideas.

We can’t abandon Marmie and Adrienne, or the others for that matter.

We're not abandoning them. But we need to come up with some other alternatives. | get the
feeling that a sentient planet that’ s been used as a prison for so long might not be enough of an
art and culture lover to appreciate the dance.

They dived in and changed, and when they surfaced, began svimming toward the city. The volcano’'s
rumble was asfierce asthe growl of somewild beast—the kind that ate sedls. The water was lill
turbulent and full of chop from the city-ship’ s agitation of it. It made for dow and rough going.

They kept surfacing and turning to look at the volcano. During one such break, they saw ships



descending from the sky.
Looks like someone will get evacuated anyway, Ronan said.
Probably the brass. The rest of us can become lava statues, for all they care.

Asthey drew closer to the underwater volcanic vent where the city had settled, they met teams of their
dien friends, some of them in squid form, some still ppearing to be giant otters, svimming away from the
city.

Where are you going? Ronan asked.

Setting up the sursurvu—strictly routine, one of the pair, in squid form, replied. The sursurvu wasa
network of survelllance devicesthe aliens deployed in the vicinity of their city to keep an eye onthe
neighborhood.

You may have to move again quickly, Murel said. It looks like the volcano is about to blow.

Yes, it is providing the most magnificent power surges, the squid replied cheerfully asthe pair swvam
avay.

At least somebody is pleased about it, Murd said grumpily.

They entered the city through the transparent dome. The entire metropolis was brightly lit fromitsown
lights and from the glow of the vent throbbing up through the floor. It was awonder the place wasn't too
hot for any life-form, but this race had somehow overcome that problem. Other crestures lived outside
the dome and thrived on the heat and the acidic gases that Ronan and Murel had to avoid. Asat the
city’ s preferred docking vent on Petaybee, the scent of sulfur was dmost overpowering to the seas
sengtive noses.

Kushtaka seemed to be busy e sawhere, but the twinslocated Mraka and Puk, who were tinkering with
the fishing ray mechaniams. All around them lay deed fish, which were less than fresh.

What happened here? Ronan asked.
The fish are arriving dead. Something’ s wrong with the calibration, Mraka said.
It has calibration? Murdl asked, trying to peer over hisfront leg to see the bit he held in his otter paw.

Yes, but it isincorrect now. Too powerful, | think. As you can see, the fish do not survive being
caught.

Could it be that they were killed by the force of the waterspout and you’ re catching dead ones
because that’s all there are? Ronan asked.

Oh, do you think that could be it?

Yes. You really do have to find a mode of travel that’s easier on the things around you. Speaking
of which, the people who didn’t drown on the island are about to be incinerated by the volcano. |
know you can'’t take themin here, but your people were native to this planet. Do you have any
suggestions for something they can do to protect themselves? Anything at all?

No, Puk said, looking at her blankly. Now about these dead fish—

Just no? Murel demanded indignantly. They' re going to die—



Wewouldn't, Mrakatold her. So it has never been considered a problem for us. Perhaps, given
enough time, we could find a way to build a bubble like this one over them, but it is held in place
and sustained by our atmosphere, and humans unadapted for the sea cannot live in that either. So
| don’t think we can help you with this one.

The fish, however —Puk continued, picking one up with aworried frown.

Throw them out, Ronan said sharply. Isn’t there any sort of lifeboat or anything we could use to
help our friends?

What is a lifeboat? the dien engineers asked in unison.

WITHIN A FEW hours, shortly after the dien city-ship whirled into the waters of Gwinnet’s dead ses,
severd ships apparently friendly to one another and belonging to the Intergal Company and the
Federation entered Gwinnet’ s outer atmosphere. Some of them prepared to orbit. One, the George
Armstrong Custer, landed and docked, only to be swept from its moorings by the waves generated by
the dien ship’ s waterspout-borne departure to shallower waters.

The hijacked troop ship from Petaybee was the third vessel to approach the planet to land. Initialy, the
crew was anxiousto arrive before the Custer, but had ordersfrom its official escort to wait.

“The port authorities aren’t responding, Johnny,” Pet Chan told the captain.
“Y ou think they’ ve made us?’ Rgj Norman asked.

“Do you mean do they redlize we are not the authorized crew?’ Rick O’ Shay asked. “ The Custer can’t
know that we' re anybody but who our registration number sayswe are. Aswe' ve had no unsolicited
contact since Versailles Sation, unlessthere' sbeen aleak in very high places, | don’t see how anybody
could know we are other than what we appear to be. As of our last com from Petaybee, the original
crew isdtill enjoying itsarctic holiday, dogdedding, snocling, possbly even skiing and ice skating,
admiring the aurora, and no doubt holding marathon poker tournaments.”

Pet ignored his attempt at humor. She could be very single-minded when she was concerned about
something. “We re not even getting an autoresponse,” she said. Her mouth had agrim set to it. “We're
about to enter atmo, however. Y our call, Captain.”

Johnny shrugged. “I’ d say silence confers consent. Can you get avisud? It would be good to know if
they werelaunching missiles or gunships our way.”

At firg dl they saw was apartialy obscured pattern of swirling staticky snow filling the screen, but then
that receded and reveded a sea and landscape quite different from the one their charts had led them to
expect. Huge waves broke over the octopus-shaped, flat-roofed prison building. Loops and curls of
water tangled the remains of the docking bay gantries. The Custer listed haf out of itsbay whilethe crew
trickled out from ahatch near the nose. Shuttle craft bobbed upside down on the swells. As Pet
watched, one was dashed to pieces againgt the prison wall. The wall appeared to be holding, but the
water breaking over it had made amoat of the prison yard. People were pouring onto the roof. Pet saw
alot of uniforms and no prison fatigues among those taking the high ground.

“That does not ook promising,” Johnny agreed. “No missiles, but also no place to land. Back into orbit,



then, and any rescuing that gets done will have to be done by shuttle.”
Ascending, they caught sight of theidand in the distance, ong with the waterspout and the waves.

They werein orbit, and in conference, when the volcano began to grumble.

THISHULA WAS not going well. Pdle and Kai did their best, but there were Smply too many factions
represented among the survivorsto be unified in their purpose. As geysers of lava prayed upward from
the cone and rivers of lavaflowed down its sides and burned through the jungle, many fled to the sea.
The Kanaka kids stood—or rather, danced—their ground, and Rory, Marmie, and Adriennejoined in,
but Zuzu sat at the edge of the water and kept glancing back and forth between it and the shore, while
SKky chittered at her in what was meant to be a reassuring tone.

Ronan and Murd did not join in the dance but swvam offshore, watching, waiting. Those who had aready
entered the water were still fresh, but soon they would begin to tire. They had made rafts of debris left
behind by the waves, and the water was warm, but when the lava boiled into the water, it would heat up
even more.

This could beit, you know, Murd said. The end. We could all die.
Well, you and | could take refuge in the city, of course.
I’m not doing that! I’m going to stay out here and help the swimmersaslong as| can.

Me too, of course, Ronan replied. And Kushtaka’ s people promised to help as long as they could.
But the water may get too hot for us, Mur. And there’ s still maybe sixty people left—we can’'t keep
juggling them indefinitely. The volcano could blow and keep blowing for weeks, even months.

We can probably keep most people alive with the help of the aliens, until rescue arrives anyway.

You saw what that mess was like on the mainland, Ronan scoffed. How long do you think it’s going
to take them to notice what’ s happening over here and divert some attention to us? And when
they do, we'll be right back where we started—worse even. They’' || round everyone up and take
the kids to prison too, and they’ Il know then that we're selkies and—

Sop it, laddie. You're borrowing trouble. Let’s just do what we can do when it needs doing and
keep going till we can’'t anymore. Then, if we can, we'll figure out what else to do. Deal ?

All of that goes without saying. Just trying to think ahead, he said.
Well, don't. It's depressing.

On shore, Kai ignored everyone e se while she danced and sang with more energy than she had shown
since the twinsfirst met her. Pele and the other kids were swegting as they danced. The adults |ooked
exhaugted, quivering with the effort of maintaining the begt set by Kai’s chant. Kai was growing hoarse.
Findly, Pele shook her head, then changed her dance and began another chant, at first in harmony with
her sgter’s, then when Kai noticed what she was doing and stopped chanting and changed her dance,
Peleled.

Ronan and Murd couldn’t hear what she said above the roaring of the waters and the rumble and crash
of the mountain, but the gestures she used were repeated by Rory and the otherstrying to help. These
gestures had lots of calming motions, and the sort that aguard would use to say “ Stop.” Her hands



flowed around her. She covered her face, then seemed to cover her head and cower, and then made
beseeching gestures, hands out, palms up and cupped.

Through the jungle awave of lava flowed toward them, far more daunting than the walls of water they
had faced before.

Everyone except Pele and three of her Ssters broke ranks and ran for the water. The four girls continued
dancing.

Ronan flopped ashore on his front flippers and shook himsdf hard to dry.
What are you doing, Ro? You're going to be seal steaksin another two seconds.
I’m going to drag them out here, is what. Wait.

But Murel didn’t wait. There was only one of him and four girls, so shetoo flopped ashore and dried off
and then ran forward into the searing heat, grabbing at arms. The girls, asif entranced by the flames,
jerked away and kept dancing.

“Areyou nuts? This volcano doesn’'t know you. It won't—" She started to tell them that it wouldn't
ligen.

But then, suddenly, the lavawave sank and drained into two channels that flowed away down either Sde
of the compound and off into the sea, leaving char and cooling red-black lava behind.

Ronan and Murd turned back to the seato help those trying to stay afloat, but as they were changing,
Pele and her ssters dashed past them and jumped in. | guess they figured there was no sense in trying
the volcano’ s patience for too long, Murd sad.

Yeah, especially since“ patient” is not usually a word used to describe vol canoes.

Thetwins swam back out to help support the swimmers. Some of thefirst to hit the water were flagging
now. Zuzu perched with her back paws on Adrienne s shoulders, her front paws on top of her mistress's
head. The Piaf’ sfirst mate dog-paddied beyond the rocks, which was about asfar as any of them had
goneinther effortsto evade the lava

Already the bath-warm water was growing uncomfortably hot, just from thelavaflowing into it on the
side of the ocean. If amore direct stream came at them, thiswould not be far enough to avoid being
boiled dive. Ronan and Murd, with Sky’ s help, began herding the swimmersfarther out to sea. They
didn’t want them to be in range of the vol canic areawhere the city-ship was moored, but if the refugees
from the land werein sight of the sursurvu, Kushtaka s people could find them and hel p keep them af| oat
more easily. Unfortunately, what had seemed not terribly far to the seal twinswasimpossible for full-time
humans.

People kept sinking beneath the waves, and Ronan and Murdl kept diving to push them back to the
surface again.

After doing this severa times, they stayed underwater and waited for people to sink, then pushed them
up in assembly-line fashion. Soon they grew tired. If Kushtaka’ s people are helping, they re keeping a
low profile, Ronan observed sourly.

Maybe they’ re waiting until people have nearly drowned so many times they’ll think they're
imagining being saved by otters again. | think | sense a myth budding here.



Providing anyone survives to spread it, Ronan said, turning toward the surface again while scanning
for bodies on their way down. He saw none. He noticed some swimmer’ s feet, but no one sinking, and
as hewatched, two pairs of feet vanished. Maybe they have arrived, after all. Maybe they're just
doing it differently than before. Look, sis!

They surfaced together and saw flitters skimming the water, human crew membersleaning out of hatches
t0 SCoOp Up grasping swimmers.

They must have another installation near here, maybe a moon, and sent ships from there, Ronan
sad. The rescuers are wearing Corps uniforms.

Not all of them, Murd said, asthreeflitterslifted off and three more bearing Federation inggnia hovered
over the water. Those are Federation. Maybe they were coming to investigate Marmie's
disappearance...

Or maybe they were coming to try her for her supposed crimes. Look, there sheis, hesaid, pointing
a afigure whose dark curlswere deeked to her head like Sky’ sfur, while in the water nearby bobbed
the apparently two-headed creature that was Adrienne and Zuzu.

With the rest of them gone, we can concentrate on helping Marmie and Adrienne remain free,
Murd said grimly. Asreays of flitters picked up swimmers and disappeared into the red- and
fuchgafired clouds with them, the twins dived beneath the waves and swam for the legs and feet they
had pinpointed as belonging to Adrienne and Marmie.

Sky streaked past them. Hah! Otters are good cat savers. | will save Zuzu. Sheis used to it now.

But just as they were within nudging distance of the women and the cat, the legs were pulled to the
surface.

Ronan and Murel rose and popped their heads out of the water in time to see the women disappear
through the hatch of a Company Corpsflitter. Nearby, Sky had an ungrateful Zuzu by the scruff of her
neck while she churned her sopping paws and snarled a him. Oaf! Buffoon! Untooth me!

SKy, bewildered and hurt at thisdisplay of feline ingratitude, dropped her into the water. Murel dived to
catch the cat on her back and suffered scratches for her efforts. The cat surfaced under her own power
and cat-paddled with perfect aplomb.

They’ ve spotted us! Ronan said when theflitter continued hovering and a uniformed body resppeared at
the hatch.

“Thereyou are, you scamps,” said Rick O’ Shay, grinning down at them. “1 don’t know how we'reto lift
you great lunks of sealife up from there now, but | suppose you'll do grand on your own. Follow usto
the mainland. We ve afew thingsto sort out there.”

CHAPTER 22

THE TWINS DESPERATELY wanted to deep throughout the tedious legal proceedings but didn’t
dare.

“I fed asthough I’ ve been awake for weeks,” Murd said. They sat on concrete benchesinside the
thoroughly dank common room in the main prison. The aien waterspout had thrown the bureaucracy of
the prison into such disarray that they wereill prepared for the ingpections of the illustrious Federation



Council membersand Marmion’ sinfluentia friendsin the company. Since Colonel Cdly and his superiors
and dlies had arrived just before the deluge to bring final charges and sentencing down upon Marmie and
the others arrested in her name, everyone involved except those back on Petaybee was represented. The
twins had the considerable responsibility of representing their planet and people in the proceedings.

They were, of course, in human form, wearing prison tunics over their dry suits. They listened to the
Kanakawitnesses testify to the state of their planet before Marmie and the twins had come to rescue
them. Sky came out the hero asthe Kanakas said that Marmi€' s“aumakua, the ship’sotter” had located
them in the underground passages and revealed their hiding placesto the rescuers. They told of their
calous abandonment by the Custer and its crew and begged to be alowed to resettle to Petaybee,
where they had gone of their own free will. Some Federation officids had tried to tell other officiasthat
the Kanakas were actually under contract to the Federation and had no free will, but Marmi€ svery
unhappy and very powerful alies, rounded up by Johnny Green and the other hijackers, were having
none of that.

Caly’screw recounted its Sde of the story, and then Cally and his own Federation dliestold of their
“arret” of Marmion and her employees and passengers and the seizure of her assets. The Piaf s crew
and the crew of the space station gave evidence that cast acompletely different light on what Marmion's
top lega representative, who had first heard of her arrest when the hijacked ship contacted him at his
home, termed “piracy.” He declared he would file countercharges of kidnapping and false arret, aswell
as assault and battery charges for the beatings, starving, and even the head shaving of the prisoners.

It hurt to see them lower their eyes and wince when their children ran questing hands over their earsand
bare scalps. Newly reunited with them, the children hardly believed that their parents were till dive, after
theliesthey’ d been told. Except for Rory and his parents, who laughed when they saw each other and
embraced gratefully.

When the court recessed, Murdl and Ronan sought aword with Johnny. After that, on the second day of
thetria, Marmie, Adrienne, Johnny, Pet, Rick, and everyone but the highest Federation and company
officidson their sde arrived in the common room with hairless heads.

Marmion still looked like a queen, but aqueen of ancient Egypt perhaps, her finely shaped head baanced
like adelicate egg on her dender neck, her chin raised, her eyesforward. “ Alors, thisisso much cooler!”
she remarked. “ And makes bathing much morefacile, n’ est-ce pas?’

Only Zuzu and Sky kept their fur on, and they were sensibly curled up together on the bench between the
twins and Johnny. None of Marmi€' s people had been returned to cells, but by the end of the second
day, it looked asif that was about to change.

The prosecution called Marmi€ s dliesto the stand, one by one, and asked them how they had learned
of her “detainment.” They dl said they had been contacted by her captain, Johnny Green. The
prosecution asked how, if Marmion was being persecuted, they supposed Johnny got aship and crew,
and they said their understanding was that the governors of Petaybee and some locd villagers had found
onethey loaned to their guestsfor the purpose. They said it with astraight face.

Then they called Johnny to the stand and acted like they were tricking him into “admitting” that he and the
others, with the“crimina complicity of the rogue world'sdenizens,” had hijacked a Federation ship and
no doubt murdered the crew.

“They wouldn't do that!” Ronan yelled, jumping up from his seet. Murd agreed, but pulled Ronan down
beside her again.

Not the murdering part, at least, shesaidto him.



Instead of trying to shut her brother up, the prosecutor, a handsome blond man with alinelessface and
eyes as hard and cold asan ice floein winter, dismissed Johnny and called Ronan to the stand.

“State your name.”
“Ronan Born-for-Water Maddock-Shongili.”

The prosecutor’ s eyes narrowed a bit at Ronan’ s middle name but he said nothing. Murel grinned to
hersdf. He was going to go ditty-eyed if she told him her middle name was Monster Sayer.

“How did you cometo be here, Ronan?’ the prosecutor asked, using hisfirst name in a condescending
tone so everybody was sure he knew he was talking to a child.

“My sgter and | went to Versailles Station looking for people to help Marmie—Madame de Revers
Algemene—after she and the Piaf were captured by Cally and his buddies.”

“How did you get there?’

“We hitched aride.”

“On the hijacked ship?’

“No.”

“How then?’

“With friendly diens” Ronan sad.

You shouldn’t have told them that, Murdl said.

They won't believe me anyway. Besides, it’s going to come out sooner or later. The Federation is
about space exploration. They have to realize there are nonhuman cultures out there.

They probably do. They just don’t think they’re in here, as well as out there.

“The witnesswill please answer the question serioudy, out of respect for the court,” the prosecutor said
gernly.

“I did,” Ronan said, widening his eyes and trying to ook innocent.

“Council is sidetracking this proceeding. How the witness believes he arrived at the Sation isimmateria
tothiscase,” Marmi€ slawyer told the tribunal. “What does matter is how he and histwin sster were
forcibly removed from Versailles Station aong with the other personnel in Madame Algemeing' s
employ or under her protection.”

“We were discussing the hijacking of an Interga Company Corpsvessd,” the prosecutor argued.

“I don't know anything about that,” Ronan said. “I think we were dready gone. But my folks and the
peoplein Kilcoole wouldn't murder anyone, and neither would Johnny. They just borrowed the ship, like
they told you.”

“Y our unbiased faith istouching, Ronan,” the prosecutor said sarcasticdly. *Y ou' re excused.”

“Ladiesand gentlemen,” Marmi€' slawyer said to the tribund, “ council spoke somewhat dismissvely of
Ronan' sfaith in the innocence of hisfriends and rdatives, but so far, most of what we have seen and



heard of this Situation hinges on what people believe happened during these incidents. How the Corps
vesse came into the possession of its present crew, or how the Maddock-Shongili twins arrived at
Versailles Station, haslittle to do with our inquiries concerning the kidnagpping of Madame Algemeine
and her staff and guests, and the piracy of her ship. We have seen that the crimes sheisaleged to have
committed were acts of mercy, and her arrest was an act of petty vengeance on the part of some, avarice
on the part of others. | move for immediate dismissal, after which some of these other matters may be
pursued.”

The prosecution was listening to the Federation officia who had been whispering to Cally off and on
during thetrial. Now he said, “Ladies and gentlemen, please do not dismiss the accused yet. We can
bring witnesses to show that thiswoman and her accomplices have committed other unspeakableillega
actsand—"

“I’'m sure the prosecution can bring witnesses, but that does not mean they would be truthful ones. Many
vested interests are represented in this room, before thistribuna .”

“Prison officials have observed certain acts—" the prosecution began.

“And Madame Algemeine and her first mate have gathered certain evidence that casts doubt on any
alegations made by those same officids. Evidence of corruption, sadistic crudty, unlawful detention, and
even murder of prisonersin custody.”

He pulled atiny object from the pocket of his ship suit and handed it to the head of the tribund. “ Perhaps
thetribunal would careto view this, which haslittle bearing on the present case but offers many answers
to past disappearances, deaths, and power plays among company and Federation officials. Madame
Algemeine and her officer copied these records while hiding in the archiva vault in the lower levd of this
Sructure.”

“She was never down therel” the prison warden objected, athough he wasn't supposed to speak
without permisson. Murd enjoyed shushing him with afinger to her lips.

“Oh, but she was. But again, that is another matter.”

In the end, after unsnarling the tangle of accusations, counter-accusations, crimes, aleged crimes, lies,
and misdirections, the tribuna found Marmion and her people blameless of wrongdoing, though they
didn’t say as much for her accusers.

The twins cheered and hugged each other and every bald person they could lay their hands on.
Maybe we can get some sleep now! Murd said, yavning.
Or go catch a meal without worrying about Mabo, Ronan said. Where is Mabo, anyway?

| think she saw which way the wind was blowing and decided it was time to disappear. Come to
think of it, | haven't seen her since we tried to get the aliens to help us evacuate people.

We should let them know [, er, mentioned them. | wonder if they’ || want to stay here or come back
to Petaybee?

Murel snorted. That’s a no-brainer. There' s nothing here for anybody. | even feel sorry for the
squid getting stuck here. It s hot all the time, Ronan. Who would want to live like that?

Apparently people do, hesaid.



They snuck away from the proceedings, thinking they were leaving Sky still nestled next to Zuzu, and
dipped into the water, swvimming out to the squid trough, where they very carefully remained closeto the
surface. Mraka? Puk? Don'’t suppose we could get a lift in the fishing beam, could we?

Halfway acrossthe trough they heard aripple behind them, as of something coming at them very fast
through the water, and Sky said, Hah! Whereriver seals go, otters go too.

We thought you were napping with the cat, Murd sad.
The cat does not need help napping, Sky replied. So | followed you instead.

Before they could say anything else, the telltale bump of surface water that hid the projecting whirling ray
beneath it shot out like afrog’ s tongue and snapped them into it.

They were so used to it now, they had cometo regard it as Sky did, awild ride and rather fun.

Mraka and Puk werein the control room, but Kushtaka, Tikka, Kisha, and some of the othersthey had
met were there too.

Why do | get the feeling thisis good-bye? Murel asked. You want to stay here, on your original
home planet, don’t you?

Kushtaka said, Stay for now. There are no sharks here to eat my children.

The humans who' ve been in charge here are just as nasty as the sharks on Petaybee, Ronan said.
Fortunately they haven't found your city yet.

Onedid, Kushtakasaid. We're sorry.
Sorry why?

We didn’t mean for it to happen, Mraka said. She came after you left. We let her in. We thought
she might be like you. But—well, you can see. Bring the human, she said, and four of her peoplel€ft,
to return ashort time later bearing the tiff uniformed body of the small dark scientist. She did not
survive our atmosphere. We tried to push her back out into the sea when she began dying, but she
was gone. Do you want her back?

Murd and Ronan exchanged looks. What do you usually do with your dead?
We give them as fuel to the vent.

The twins consulted each other briefly. Would Rory want her back? Would his mother? They thought
not.

Seems like as good a place as any for her to me, Ronan said.

They watched while the package that had contained their enemy was shoved into the glow below. Just a
brightness envel oping darkness, afeding of heeat, adip of the power, and nothing was left of Mabo.

That was the end of it then. They said their good-byes.

Mraka and Puk waited for them to jJump into the ray again, but after aquick glance they declined. We' ve
a lot to think about. We want to catch fish and have a leisurely swim and hope everything will be
sorted by the time we return to the mainland.



Good, Tikkasaid. I will smimwith you. Sky and | will fish and play along the way.

Sky and Tikka popped out through the dome’ s membrane. Aw, Murd said. | think the little guy likes
her.

It's about time he got interested in other otters, Ronan said. But trust Sky to go in for
long-distance romance when it comes to choosing a mate.

Maybe Kushtaka will change her mind. Or maybe Tikka will bring some of them back with her
and start her own colony. Oh, Ronan, | do want Sy to be happy.

He could stay, Ronan said. Surely he knows that.
| don’t want himto do that! I’d miss himterribly.

Me too, but you know, when we get home, | think we should make some other friends as well. Boy
friends, girl friends, not all of them completely other species from us, you know?

What are you saying?

WEell, take Pele, for instance. She' sreally young, but kind of cute, don’t you think?

| hadn’t noticed. But she’s noticed you. She looks at you like you' re Petaybee’ s gift to little girls.
He dived, splashing her hard with aflip of histall.

CHAPTER 23

THE TRIBUNAL WAS not entirely over by the time the twins returned, but many of theissues had been
settled. Marmion’ s property had been reinstated and she was to be compensated for the expenses and
business |osses she had suffered during her incarceration. Additiond ships, including the pilfered Piaf,
arrived to transport the former prisoners back to their homes and duty stations. The twinswere glad to
seethat Rory was no longer in uniform. Of al of the kids who had enlisted, only Kai choseto remainin
the Corps. No one had said anything about the others, and al were alowed to leave with their parents.

The cases of many of the prisonerswho had been at Gwinnet when Marmie arrived were being
reviewed, in light of the evidence of false arrests Marmie had uncovered in the vaults. The prison’s
management was summarily fired, and some of them were sentenced to join the inmates.

Thetribund itself had been adjourned until it could reconvene on Petaybee, to investigate the forcible
relocation of the Corps troop ship commandeered by Marmi€' s dlies and the disappearance of the crew
and landing party.

It seemed strange to be back aboard the Piaf with the giant tanks removed and no turtles or sharksto
consder, asthey had on their previoustrip. Everybody dept and ate agreat deal, even though there was
nothing stocked onboard except Corps rations until they reached Versailles Sation, where Marmi€'s
chefs from other holdings had gathered to prepare afeast for her homecoming. Once the station
personnel aboard the Piaf had disembarked to return to their duties, Marmie threw a pool party for her
guests a her station-top mansion.

Pet interrupted the party with afew quick wordsin Marmi€' s ear. Marmie signaled to the twinsto follow
her into the house. “We have acom link to Petaybee. Would you like to say hello to your parents? We



have spoken officidly aready of the tribund that has been held and the one that isto come.”

It was asplendid link. They even had good visuds, with Mum and Dalooking at the twins oddly. Then
Murel redlized their parents hadn’t seen them with their heads shaven before. “It’ svery hot there and
thereare bugs,” shetold them smply.

“Ah,” their mother said. “Bugs.”

They exchanged afew more words, and the twins could tell that their parentswould have liked to talk
them dl the way home to Petaybee, but finaly Mother said, “Whilethelink is clear, we have afew more
comsto send so—see you soon. Slainté, my darlings.”

“danté Mum, Da”

Father smiled, gulped, and nodded, then waved. The twins realized with both shock and amusement that
their handsome, important dawastrying not to cry.

“Weloveyou,” they said.
“Weloveyou too,” their parents said in unison before the com went blank, “be safe.”

“A bit late for that,” Murel said aloud, but she smiled tenderly. It would be good to be home again.

AFTER THE PARTY, everyone who needed to return to Petaybee, either because they wanted to or
because the tribunal needed them there when it reconvened, piled back aboard the Piaf. Without the
personne from Versailles Sation, including Rory and hisfolks, the ship seemed empty.

The twins dept much of the rest of the journey, but the closer the ship came to Petaybee, the more dert
they became, and soon it wasimpossible to deep. Shortly before they arrived, crew members passed
through, distributing long johns, parkas, and snow pants. The twins had retrieved their dry suits and
subgtituted those for the long johns everyone else wore. The Piaf’ s thermostat was lowered to keep
people comfortable in the extra clothing.

They docked just before three other ships, including the purloined troop ship, an officia Federation
Council liner, and avery deek ship that bore Corpsinsigniaand registration but looked more likea
pleasure vessd.

At the time, though, the twins had eyes only for the ground, where Mother, Father, Clodagh, the
villagers, and alot of extra people made a big welcoming crowd below. Coaxtl and Nanook prowled
back and forth between people and ships. It was ill very cold, so instead of the horses, there were dog
teams and afew snocles. People dso carried skis and snowshoes. Beyond the crowd, downriver, they
could see the buildings of Kilcoole, smoke festhering up from the chimneys, white on white againgt the
winter sky.

It's an improvement on when we | eft, with everyone hiding in the communion caves, Ronan noted.
Murdl just nodded.

A path had been cleared from the docking bay to the river, and the twins haf did, haf ran down it to fling
themsalves at their parents.

They didn’t learn what was happening on the other shipsfor sometime.



Next Clodagh enveloped them in abig hug. Coaxtl and Nanook almost knocked them down,
saucer-sized paws on their shoulders and muzzles ingpecting their faces before the rough cat tongues
cameout to lick their faces.

Clodagh sad, “ Come, there isalatchkay ready for everyone.”
“Everyone?’ Murd asked in aworried voice. “ The tribuna cametoo.”
“Everyone,” Clodagh repested.

“For the feast and the dance,” Mum said.

Murel could have sworn every soul on Petaybee was dready at the docking bay, though she didn’t see
Ke-olaor Keoki when she looked for them, but delicious smells came from the longhouse, and noise,
laughter, and music were pouring out of it into the snowdrifts.

When Da opened the door, she heard a scurrying, then saw people, both familiar and strange, lined up
on ether sde of thefirepit.

Though it was customary for Petaybean fancy dressto include at least one item of winter clothing, it
seemed to Murd that the people before them were bundled up, their heads almost obscured by bunches
of bright, knitted scarves.

“Sainté” everyone called to the newcomers.

Then Ke-ola stepped up, kissed Murel on the cheek, took one of the scarves from hisneck and put it
over her head. “Aloha,” he said.

Murel and Ronan, who had been smilarly treated by Lelani, Ke-ola solder sgter, said, “What?’
“No flowers” Clodagh said.

Aunty Aiding elaborated as she put a scarf around Pet Chan’ s neck. “Everybody liked the idea of
meeting you with leis, but it’ swinter. So we had somereal fast knitting lessons. | hope Marmie brought
that store-bought yarn | asked her for. We cleaned out every knitting bag on Petaybee.”

THE PARTY GAVE afriendly start to the tribunal. Thiswas made even friendlier by the presence of the
military prisoners who had been guestsin Petaybean homes across the northern continent, where they
had chopped wood, hauled water, fed animals, hunted, ice-fished, and were actually much too busy
enjoying themsalves doing basic survival taskswith their hosts to worry about escaping. There was no
ship anyway. Where were they going to go?

During the dance, Murdl noticed that some of the soldiers and some of the villagers had become very
friendly indeed. The rather nice sergeant was introducing his Petaybean friend, Darla Oogliuk from
Harrison Fjord, to his parents.

The fancy troop ship had been loaned as a conciliatory favor to Marmie, who acquired the roster of the
hijacked ship and contacted the families of the soldiersinvolved, offering them free passage to Petaybee
to meet with their sons, daughters, fathers, mothers, husbands, or wivesfor areunion, as her treat. “In

thanks to our brave Corpsmen and -women for guarding our Petaybean friends and alies during another



trying trangtiond period,” the politicaly astute Marmie had phrasediit.

Ronan’ s eyes widened in admiration when he saw the engraved invitation carried proudly by the cute
younger Sster of one of the women military “guests.” For a pretty honest lady, that Marmie can bead
a moose turd with the best of them, hetold Murd.

The tribunal was convened and dismissed the same day. No one would testify that any crime or even
coercion had taken place. Colond Maddock-Shongili and the others had come aboard the troop ship to
warn the crew that their hull wasicing over. The others stayed aboard while she went outsde with the
crew to supervise deicing procedures with which she, as alongtime Petaybean resident, was familiar.
While her friends were till aboard the ship, it accidentaly took off due to some sort of mechanica
failure. By thetimethey corrected the failure, they had been informed by Federation officias of the
Stuation on Gwinnet and were asked to accompany them to investigate.

Talk about beading a moose turd! Ronan said when the tribuna reached its conclusion that it was all
just abig mistake and everyone involved in thisincident was innocent of any wrongdoing or evenill will.

And adding a fringe as well, Murel agreed. That was a tall tale worthy of an entire latchkay worth
of songs.

When dl of the military, company, and Federation officias had returned to their ships and into space
aong with the soldiers—some of them promising tearful friendsthat they would return soon—and with
their families, Marmie and her crew aso boarded the Piaf. “I have much to do to restore my properties
to the condition they were in before saizure, and my people will want to settle back into their jobs and
seetheir other friends and family members, you understand?’

They did. They boarded with her long enough to pet Zuzu good-bye. Sky was nowhere to be found and
had, indeed, been abit subdued since the Piaf left Gwinnet. Zuzu, who was napping on the back of the
chair at Adrienne’ s duty station, opened one eye, stretched, yawned, and went back to deep.

Returning to the village, they prepared for thered laichkay, the night chants at the communion cave.

AsKilcoole and its guests made the procession to the communion cave, the bright new scarves and hats
worn by the returnees did indeed look like flowers againgt the snowy background. The setting sun cast a
rosy glow on the white drifts, reflected from the magenta sky that was a Sgn the volcano was till busy
building ahomefor the Kanakas.

As soon asthe villagers reached the hot spring, they noticed that the water teemed with life—Honus and
otters swam and dived to greet the celebrants.

Sky was among his hundreds of relatives until he climbed onto the bank to greet hisfriends. | have the
biggest rock pile of any otter! hetold them. Hundreds of rocks. Hundreds and hundreds. Females
all want me to catch food for them—and other things. Males wish to hear my songs.

Of course they do, Murd sad.

The whole planet wishes to hear our songs, Ronan told the otter. Let’s not keep it waiting.
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