The Dracon's three-fingered hands flexed. In the thing's yellow eyes | could read the desire to have those
fingersaround ether awegpon or my throat. As| flexed my own fingers, | knew it read the samein my

eyes.
"Irkmaan!" thething spat.

"You piece of Drac dime." | brought my hands up in front of my chest and waved the thing on. "Come
on, Drac; come and get it."

"Irkmaan vaa, koruum su!"

"Areyou going to tak, or fight? Come on!" | could fed the spray from the sea behind me—aboiling
madhouse of white-capped breakers that threatened to swallow me asit had my fighter. | had ridden my
ship in. The Drac had gected when its own fighter had caught one in the upper atmosphere, but not
before crippling my power plant. | was exhausted from swimming to the grey, rocky beach and pulling
mysdlf to safety. Behind the Drac, among the rocks on the otherwise barren hill, | could seeits gection
capsule. Far above us, its people and mine were still at it, dugging out the possession of an uninhabited
corner of nowhere. The Drac just stood there and | went over the phrase taught usin training—a phrase
cadculated to drive any Drac into afrenzy. "Kiz da yuomeen Shizumaat!" Meaning: Shizumeaet, the most
revered Drac philosopher, egts kiz excrement. Something on theleve of stuffingaModem full of pork.
The Drac opened its mouth in horror, then closed it as anger literally changed its color from yellow to
reddish-brown. "Irkmaan, yaa stupid Mickey Mouseis!"

| had taken an oath to fight and die over many things, but that venerable rodent didn't happen to be one
of them. | laughed, and continued laughing until the guffawsin combination with my exhaustion forced me
to my knees. | forced open my eyesto keep track of my enemy. The Drac was running toward the high
ground, away from me and the sea. | haf-turned toward the sea.and caught aglimpse of amillion tons of
water just before they fell on me, knocking me unconscious. |

"Kiz da yuomeen, Irkmaan, ne?" My eyeswere gritty with sand and stung with salt, but some part of
my awareness pointed out: "Hey, you'redive." | reached to wipe the sand from my eyes and found my
hands bound. A straight metal rod had been run through my deevesand my wriststied to it. Asmy tears
cleared the sand from my eyes, | could see the Drac sitting on a smooth black boulder looking a me. It
must have pulled me out of the drink. "Thanks, toadface. What's with the bondage?' "Ess?"

| tried waving my arms and wound up giving an impression of an amospheric fighter dipping itswings.
"Untie me, you Drac dime!" | was seated on the sand, my back against arock.

The Drac smiled, exposing the upper and lower mandibles that |ooked human —except, that instead of
separate teeth, they were solid. "Eh, ne, Irkmaan.” It stood, walked over to me and checked my
bonds.

"Untieme"

The smile disgppeared. 'We!" It pointed at me with ayelow finger. "Kos son va?"



"I don't speak Drac, toadface. Y ou speak Esper or English?”

The Drac ddlivered avery human-looking shrug, then pointed at its own chest. "Kos va son Jeriba
Shigan." It pointed again a me. "Kos son va?"

"Davidge. My nameisWillisE. Davidge."

"Ess?"

| tried my tongue on the unfamiliar syllables. "Kos va son Willis Davidge."
"Eh." Jeriba Shigan nodded, then motioned with itsfingers. "Dasu, Davidge."
"Sameto you, Jerry."

"Dasu, dasu!" Jeribabegan sounding alittle impatient. | shrugged asbest | could. The Drac bent over
and grabbed the front of my jumpsuit with both hands and pulled meto my feet. "Dasu, dasu, kizlode!"

"All right! So dasu is'get up.' What's a kizlode?"

Jarry laughed. " Gavey 'kiz ?"

"Yeeh, | gavey."

Jerry pointed at itshead. "Lode." It pointed at my head. "Kizlode, gavey?"

| got it, then swung my arms around, catching Jerry upside its head with the meta rod. The Drac
stumbled back against arock, looking surprised. It raised ahand to its head and withdrew it covered
with that pale pusthat Dracsthink isblood. It looked at me with murder initseyes. " Gefh! Nu Gefh,

Davidge!"
"Come and get it, Jerry, you kiZode sonofabitch!”

Jerry dived at meand | tried to catch it again with the rod, but the Drac caught my right wrist in both
hands and, using the momentum of my swing, whirled me around, damming my back against another
rock. Just as | was getting back my breath, Jerry picked up asmall boulder and came a me with every
intention of turning my melon into pulp. With my back against the rock, | lifted afoot and kicked the
Drac in the midsection, knocking it to the sand. | ran up, ready to stomp Jerry's melon, but he pointed
behind me. | turned and saw another tidal wave gathering steam, and heading our way. "Kid" Jery got
to itsfeet and scampered for the high ground with me following close behind.

With the roar of the wave at our backs, we weaved among the water- and sand-ground black boulders
until we reached Jerry's gjection capsule. The Drac stopped, put its shoulder to the egg-shaped
contraption, and began rolling it uphill. I could see Jerry's point. The capsule contained dl of the surviva
equipment and food either of us knew about. "Jerry!" | shouted above the rumble of the fast-approaching
wave. "Pull out thisdamn rod and I'll help!" The Drac frowned a me. "Therod, kiZlode, pull it out!" |
cocked my head toward my outstretched arm.

Jerry placed arock beneath the capsule to keep it from rolling back, then quickly untied my wrists and
pulled out the rod. Both of us put our shouldersto the capsule, and we quickly rolled it to higher ground.
The wave hit and climbed rapidly up the dope until it came up to our chests. The capsule bobbed like a
cork, and it was al we could do to keep control of the thing until the water receded, wedging the capsule
between three big boulders. | stood there, puffing.



Jerry dropped to the sand, its back against one of the boulders, and watched the water rush back out to
sea. "Magasiennal”

"You saidit, brother." | sank down next to the Drac; we agreed by eye to atemporary truce, and
promptly passed out.

My eyes opened on asky boiling with blacks and greys. Letting my head loll over on my |eft shoulder, |
checked out the Drac. It was till out. Firgt, | thought that thiswould be the perfect time to get the drop
on Jerry. Second, | thought about how silly our insgnificant scrap seemed compared to the insanity of the
seathat surrounded us. Why hadn't the rescue team come? Did the Dracon fleet wipe us out? Why
hadn't the Dracs cometo pick up Jerry? Did they wipe out each other? | didn't even know where | was.
Anidand. | had seen that much coming in, but where and in relation to what? Fyrine IV: the planet didn't
even rate aname, but was important enough to die over.

With an effort, | struggled to my feet. Jerry opened its eyes and quickly pushed itsdlf to adefensive
crouching position. | waved my hand and shook my head. "Ease off, Jerry. I'm just going to look
around.” | turned my back on it and trudged off between the boulders. | walked uphill for afew minutes
until | reched level ground.

It wasanidand, al right, and not avery big one. By eyebdl estimation, height from sealevel wasonly
eighty meters, while theidand itsalf was about two kilometerslong and lessthan half that wide. Thewind
whipping my jumpsuit againgt my body was at least drying it out, but as | looked around at the
smooth-ground boulders on top of therise, | realized that Jerry and | could expect bigger waves than the
few puny oneswe had seen.

A rock clattered behind me and | turned to see Jerry climbing up the dope. When it reached the top, the
Drac looked around. | squatted next to one of the boulders and passed my hand over it to indicate the
smoothness, then | pointed toward the sea. Jerry nodded. " Ae, gavey." It pointed downhill toward the
capsule, then to where we stood. " Echey masu, nasesay.”

| frowned, then pointed at the capsule. "Nasesay? The capsule?’
"Ae, capsule nasesay. Echey masu.” Jerry pointed at itsfeet.

| shook my head. "Jerry, if you gavey how these rocks got smooth"—I pointed at one—"then you gavey
that masuing the nasesay up hereisn't going to do adamned bit of good.” | made asweeping up and
down movement with my hands. "Waves." | pointed at the seabelow. "Waves, up here.” | pointed to
where we stood. "Waves, echey."

"Ae, gavey." Jerry looked around the top of the rise, then rubbed the side of its face. The Drac squatted
next to some small rocks and began piling one on top of another. "Viga, Davidge"

| squatted next to it and watched while its nimble fingers constructed a circle of stonesthat quickly grew
into adollhouse-sized arena. Jerry stuck one of itsfingersin the center of the circle. "Echey, nasesay.”

The days on Fyrine 1V seemed to be three times longer than any | had seen on any other habitable
planet. | usethe designation "habitable’ with reservations. It took us most of the first day to painfully roll
Jerry's nasesay up to the top of the rise. The night was too black to work and was bone-cracking cold.



We removed the couch from the capsule, which made just enough room for both of usto fitingde. The
body heat warmed things up abit; and we killed time between degping, nibbling on Jerry's supply of
ration bars (they taste a bit like fish mixed with cheddar cheese), and trying to come to some agreement
about language.

"Zurath."

"Heed."

TheDrac laughed. "Lode."
"Ho, ho, very funny.”

"Ho, ho."

At dawn on the second day, we rolled and pushed the capsule into the center of the rise and wedged it
between two large rocks, one of which had an overhang that we hoped would hold down the capsule
when one of those big soakers hit. Around the rocks and capsule, we laid afoundation of large stones
and filled in the cracks with smdler stones. ' By the time the wall was knee high, we discovered that
building with those smooth, round stones and no mortar wasn't going to work. After some
experimentation, we figured out how to break the stonesto give usflat sideswith which to work. It's
done by picking up one stone and damming it down on top of another. We took turns, one damming and
one building. The stone was dmost avolcanic glass, and we aso took turns extracting rock splintersfrom
each other. It took nine of those endless days and nights to complete the walls, during which waves came
close many times and once washed us ankle deep. For six of those nine days, it rained. . The capsul€e's
surviva equipment included a plastic blanket, and that became our roof. It sagged in at the center, and
the hole we put in it there dlowed the water to run out, keeping us amost dry and giving us a supply of
fresh water. If awave of any determination came aong, we could kiss the roof goodbye; but we both
had confidence in the walls, which were almost two metersthick at the bottom and at least ameter thick
at the top.

After we finished/ we sat inside and admired our work for about an hour, until it dawned on usthat we
had just worked ourselves out of jobs. "What now, Jerry?"

" E$?ll
"What do we do now?"
"Now wait, we." The Drac shrugged. "Else what, ne?"

| nodded. "Gavey." | got to my feet and walked to the passageway we had built. With no wood for a



door, where the walls would have met, we bent one out and extended it about three meters around the
other wall with the opening away from the prevailing winds. The never-ending winds were till at it, but
the rain had stopped. The shack wasn't much to look at, but looking at it stuck there in the center of that
deserted idand made mefed good. As Shizumaet observed, "Intdligent life making its stand againgt the
universe”" Or, at least, that's the sense | could make out of Jerry's hamburger of English. | shrugged and
picked up asharp splinter of stone and made another mark in the large standing rock that served as my
log. Ten scratchesin al, and under the seventh, asmall x to indicate the big wave that just covered the
top of theidand.

| threw down the splinter. "Damn, | hate this place!™

"Ess?" Jary's head poked around the edge of the opening. "Who taking at, Davidge?'

| glared at the Drac, then waved my hand at it. "Nobody."

"Ess va 'nobody'?"

"Nobody. Nothing."

"Ne gavey, Davidge."

| poked at my chest with my finger. "Me! I'm talking to mysdf! Y ou gavey that stuff, toadface!”

Jerry shook itshead. "Davidge, now | deep. Talk not so much nobody, ne?" It disappeared back into
the opening.

"And so's your mother!" | turned and walked down the dope. Except, strictly speaking, toadface, you
don't have a mother—or father. "If you had your choice, who would you like to be trapped on a
desert island with?" | wondered if anyone ever picked awet freezing corner of Hell shacked up with a
hermaphrodite.

Half of the way down the dope, | followed the path | had marked with rocks until | cameto my tidal
pool that | had named "Rancho Sluggo.” Around the pool were many of the water-worn rocks, and
underneath those rocks, below the pool's waterline, lived the fattest orange dugs elther of us had ever
seen. | made the discovery during abreak from house building and showed them to Jerry.

Jerry shrugged. "And s0?"

"And so what? Look, Jerry, those ration bars aren't going to last forever. What are we going to eat when
they'redl gone?'

"Eat?" Jerry looked a the wriggling pocket of insect life and grimaced. " Ne, Davidge. Before then
pickup. Search usfind, then pickup.”

"What if they don't find us? What then”?"

Jerry grimaced again and turned back to the half-completed house. "Water we drink, then until pickup.”
He had muttered something about kiz excrement and my tastebuds, then walked out of sight.

Sincethen | had built up the pool's wals, hoping the increased protection from the harsh environment
would increase the herd. | looked under severa rocks, but no increase was apparent. And, again, |
couldn't bring mysdlf to swallow one of thethings. | replaced the rock | was looking under, stood and
looked out to the sea. Although the eternal cloud cover till denied the surface the drying rays of Fyrine,
there was no rain and the usual haze had lifted.



In the direction past where | had pulled myself up on the beach, the sea continued to the horizon. In the
gpaces between the whitecaps, the water was as grey as aloan officer's heart. Paralld lines of rollers
formed approximately five kilometers from the idand. The center, from where | was standing, would
smash on theidand, while the remainder sseamed on. To my right, in line with the breakers, | could just
make out another small idand perhaps ten kilometers away. Following the path of therollers, | looked far
to my right, and where the grey-white of the seashould have met the lighter grey of the sky, therewasa
black line on the horizon.

The harder | tried to remember the briefing charts on Fyrine 1V's land masses, the less clear it became.
Jarry couldn't remember anything either —at least nothing it would tell me. Why should we remember?
The battle was supposed to be in space, each one trying to deny the other an orbital staging areaiin the
Fyrine system. Neither side wanted to set foot on Fyrine, much lessfight a battle there. Still, whatever it
was called, it was land and considerably larger than the sand and rock bar we were occupying.

How to get there was die problem. Without wood, fire, leaves, or anima skins, Jerry and | were destitute
compared to the average poverty-stricken caveman. The only thing we had that would float was the
nasesay. The capsule. Why not? The only real problem to overcome was getting Jerry to go long with

it.

That evening, while the greyness made its dow trangtion to black, Jerry and | sat outside the shack
nibbling our quarter portions of ration bars. The Drac's yellow eyes studied the dark line on the horizon,
then it shook itshead. "Ne, Davidge. Dangerousis.”

| popped the rest of my ration bar into my mouth and talked around it. " Any more dangerous than staying
here?'

"Soon pickup, ne?"

| studied those yellow eyes. "Jerry, you don't believe that any morethan | do.” | leaned forward on the
rock and held out my hands. "L ook, our chanceswill be alot better on alarger land mass. Protection
from the big waves, maybefood . . ."

"Not maybe, ne?" Jerry pointed at the water. "How nasesay steer, Davidge? In that, how steer? Ess eh
soakers, waves, beyond land take, gavey? Bresha,” Jerry's hands dapped together. " Ess eh bresha
rocks on, ne? Then we deeth."

| scratiched my head. "The waves are going in that direction from here, and so isthe wind. If theland
massis large enough, we don't have to steer, gavey?"

Jerry snorted. "Ne large enough, then?”
"| didn't say it wasasurething.”
"Ess?"

"A surething; certain, gavey?" Jerry nodded. "And for smashing up on the rocks, it probably hasa
beach like thisone.”

"Surething, ne!"

| shrugged. "No, it's not a sure thing, but, what about staying here? We don't know how big those waves
can get. What if onejust comes along and washes us off the idand? What then?"

Jerry looked at me, its eyes narrowed. "What there, Davidge? Irkmaan base, ne?"



| laughed. "1 told you, we don't have any baseson FyrinelV."

"Why want go, then?"

"Just what | said, Jerry. | think our chances would be better.”

"Ummm." The Drac folded itsarms. "Viga, Davidge, nasesay stay. | know."
"Know what?'

Jerry smirked, then stood and went into the shack. After amoment it returned and threw atwo-meter
long metd rod at my feet. It was the one the Drac had used to bind my arms. "Davidge, | know."

| raised my eyebrows and shrugged. "What are you talking about? Didn't that come from your capsule?!
"Ne, Irkmaan." "

| bent down and picked up the rod. Its surface was uncorroded and at one end were arabic numeras—a
part number. For amoment aflood of hope washed over me, but it drained away when | realized it was
acivilian part number. | threw the rod on the sand. "There's no telling how long that's been here, Jerry.
It'sacivilian part number and no civilian missons have been in this part of the gdaxy sncethewar. Might
be |eft over from an old seeding operation or exploratory mission..."

The Drac nudged it with the toe of hisboot. "New, gavey?"
| looked up at it. "Y ou gavey anlesssed?'

Jerry snorted and turned back toward the shack. "'l stay, nasesay stay; where you want, you go,
Davidge!"

With the black of thelong night firmly bolted down on us, the wind picked up, shrieking and whigtling in
and through the holesin the walls. The plastic roof flapped, pushed in and sucked out with such violence
it threatened to ether tear or sail off into the night. Jerry sat on the sand floor, its back leaning againgt the
nasesay asif to make clear that both Drac and capsule were staying put, dthough the way the seawas
picking up seemed to weaken Jerry's argument.

"Searough now is, Davidge, ne?"

"It'stoo dark to see, but with thiswind ..." | shrugged more for my own benefit than the Drac's, sincethe
only thing visble insde the shack was the pale light coming through the roof. Any minute we could be
washed off that sandbar. "Jerry, you're being silly about that rod. Y ou know that.”

"Surda." The Drac sounded contrite if not altogether miserable,
"Ess?"

"Ess eh 'surda!”



"Ae."
Jarry remained sllent for amoment. "Davidge, gavey 'not certain not is?"
| sorted out the negatives. ™Y ou mean 'possible,’ 'maybe,’ ‘perhaps?'

" Ae, possiblemaybeperhaps. Dracon fleet Irkmaan ships have. Before war buy; after war capture. Rod
poss blemaybeperhaps Dracon is.

"So, if there's a secret base on the big idand, surda it'sa Dracon base?!
" Possiblemaybeperhaps, Davidge.”

"Jerry, does that mean you want to try it? The nasesay?"

"Ne."

"Ne? Why, Jarry?If it might be a Drac base—"

"Ne! Ne talk!" The Drac seemed to choke on the words.

"Jerry, wetalk, and you better believe wetak! If I'm going to death it on thisidand, | have aright to
know why."

The Drac was quiet for along time. "Davidge.”

"Ess?"

"Nasesay you take. Half ration barsyou leave. | say.”

| shook my head to clear it. Y ou want me to take the capsule alone?’
"What you want is, ne?"

"Ae, but why?'Y ou must realize there won't be any pickup.”

" Possiblemaybeperhaps.”

"Surda, nothing. Y ou know there isn't going to be a pickup. What isit? Y ou afraid of the water? If that's
it, we have a better chance—"

"Davidge, up your mouth shut. Nasesay you have. Me ne you need, gavey?"

| nodded in the dark. The capsule was mine for the taking; what did | need agrumpy Drac aong
for—especialy since our truce could expire a any moment? The answer made mefed alittle Slly—
human. Perhapsit's the same thing. The Drac was dl that stood between me and utter doneness. Still,
there was the small matter of staying dive. "We should go together, Jerry."

“Why?

| felt mysdf blush. If humans have this need for companionship, why are they aso ashamed to admit it?
"Wejust should. Our chances would be better.”

"Alone your chances better are, Davidge. Y our enemy | am.”

| nodded again and grimaced in the dark. "Jerry, you gavey ‘londiness?’



"Ne gavey."

"Lonely. Being done, by myseif."

"Gavey you aone. Teke nasesay; | Say."
"That'sit... seg, viga, | don't want to."

"Y ou want together go?' A low, dirty chuckle came from the other side of the shack. ™Y ou Dracon like?
Y ou me degth, Irkmaan.” Jerry chuckled some more. "Irkmaan poorzhab in head, poorzhab."

"Forgetit!" | did down from the wall, smoothed i out the sand, and curled up with my back toward | the
Drac. Thewind seemed to die down abit and | * closed my eyesto try and deep. In abit, the snap,
crack of the plastic roof blended in with the background of shrieksand whistlesand | felt | mysdf drifting
off, when my eyes opened wide at the sound of footstepsin the sand. | tensed, ready to spring.
"Davidge?’ Jerry'svoice was very quiet.

"What?"

| heard the Drac St on the sand next to me. "Y ou londliness, Davidge. About it hard you talk, ne?"

"Sowhat?" The Drac mumbled something that waslost in thewind. "What?" | turned over and saw Jerry
looking through aholeinthewall. "Why | stay. Now, you | tel, ne?' | shrugged. "Okay; why not?" Jerry
seemed to struggle with the words, then opened its mouth to speak. Its eyes opened wide.
"Magasiennal”

| sat up. "Ess?"

Jerry pointed at the hole. "Soaker!" | pushed it out of the way and looked through the hole. Steaming
toward our idand was an insane mountainous fury of white-capped rollers. It was hard to tell in the dark,
but the onein front looked taler than the one that had wet our feet afew days before. The onesfollowing
it were bigger. Jerry put ahand on my shoulder and | looked into the Drac's eyes. We broke and ran for
the capsule. We heard the first wave rumbling up the dope aswefdt around in the dark for the recessed
doorlatch. I just got my finger on it when the wave smashed againgt the shack, collgpsing the roof. In half
asecond we were underwater, the currents inside the shack agitating us like socksin awashing machine.

The water receded, and as| cleared my eyes, | saw that the windward wall of the shack had caved in.
ll‘h.ry!ll

Through the collapsed wall, | saw the Drac staggering around outside. " Irkmaan?" Behind him | could
see the second roller gathering speed.

"Kizlode, what'n the Hell you doing out there? Get in here!™

| turned to the capsule, till lodged firmly between the two rocks, and found the handle. As | opened the
door, Jerry ssumbled through the missing wall and fell against me. "Davidge . . . forever soakers go on!
Forever!"

"Get in!" | helped the Drac through the door and didn't wait for it to get out of theway. | piled in ontop
of Jerry and latched the door just as the second wave hit. | could fed the capsulelift abit and rattle
againgt the overhang of the one rock.

"Davidge, wefloat?"

"No. Therocks are holding us. Well be dl right once the breakers stop.”



"Over you move."

"Oh." | got off Jerry's chest and braced mysdlf against one end of the capsule. After abit, the capsule
cameto rest and we waited for the next one. "Jerry?"'

"Ess?"

"What wasit that you were about to say?'
"Why | stay?"

"Yesh"

"About it hard metak, gavey?"
"I know, | know."

The next breaker hit and | could fed the capsule rise and rattle againgt the rock. "Davidge, gavey ‘vt
nessal”

"Ne gavey."

"Vinessa. .. litleme gavey?"

The capsule bumped down the rock and cameto rest. "What abot little you?"
"Littleme. .. little Drac. From me, gavey?"

"Areyou tdling meyou're pregnant?”

" Possiblemaybeperhaps.”

| shook my head. "Hold on, Jerry. | don't want any misunderstandings. Pregnant. . . are you going to be a
parent?' |

"Ae, parent, two-zero-zero in ling, very important is, ne?" o

"Terrific. What's this got to do with you not wanting to go to the other idand?”
"Before, me vi nessa, gavey? Tean death.”

"Your child, it died?'

"Ae!" The Drac's sob wastorn from the lips of the universa mother. "1 infal hurt. Tean death. Nasesay
inseausbang. Tean hurt, gavey?"

"Ae, | gavey." So Jerry wasafraid of losing another child. It was amost certain that the capsuletrip
would bang us around alot, but staying on the sandbar didn't gppear to beimproving our chances. The
capsule had been at rest for quite awhile, and | decided to risk a peek outside. The small canopy
windows seemed to be covered with sand, and | opened the door. | looked around, and al of thewalls
had been smashed flat. | looked toward the sea, but could see nothing. "It looks safe, Jerry ..." | looked
up, toward the blackish sky, and above me towered the white plume of a descending breaker. "Maga
damn siennal” | dammed the hatch door.

Ess Davidge?'
"Hang on, Jarry!™



The sound of the water hitting the capsule was beyond hearing. We banged once, twice against the rock,
then we could fed oursalves twigting, shooting upward. | made agrab to hang on, but missed asthe
capsule took asickening lurch downward. | fell into Jerry, then was flung to the opposite wall, where |
struck my head. Before | went blank, | heard Jerry cry "Tean! Vi teanl”

. .. the lieutenant pressed his hand control and a figure—tall, humanoid, yellow—appeared on the
screen.

"Dracdime!" shouted the auditorium of seated recruits.

The lieutenant faced the recruits. "Correct. Thisisa Drac. Note that the Drac race is uniform as
to color; they are all yellow." The recruits chuckled politely. The officer preened a bit, then with a
light wand began pointing out various features. " The three-fingered hands are distinctive, of
course, asisthe almost noseless face, which gives the Drac a toadlike appearance. On average,
eyesight is dlightly better than human, hearing about the same, and smell..." The lieutenant
paused. "The smell isterrible!" The officer beamed at the uproar from the recruits. When the
auditorium quieted down, he pointed his light wand at a fold in the figure's belly. "Thisiswhere
the Drac keeps its family jewels—all of them.” Another chuckle. "That'sright, Dracs are
hermaphrodites, with both male and female reproductive organs contained in the same
individual." The lieutenant faced the recruits. "You go tell a Drac to go boff himself, then watch
out, because he can!" The laughter died down, and the lieutenant held out a hand toward the
screen. "You see one of these things, what do you do?" "KILL IT..."

... | cleared the screen and computer sighted on the next Drac fighter, looking like a double x in
the screen's display. The Drac shifted hard to the left, then right again. | felt the autopilot pull my
ship after the fighter, sorting out and ignoring the false images, trying to lock its electronic
crosshairs on the Drac.' "Come on, toadface ... a little bit to the left.. ." The double crossimage
moved into the ranging rings on the display and | felt the missile attached to the belly of my
fighter take off. "Gotcha!™ Through my canopy | saw the flash as the missile detonated. My
screen showed the Drac fighter out of control, spinning toward Fyrine 1V's cloud-shrouded
surface. | dived after it to confirmthekill. . . skin temperature increasing as my ship brushed the
upper atmosphere. "Come on, dammit, blow!" | shifted the ship's systems over for atmospheric
flight when it became obvious that I'd have to follow the Drac right to the ground. Sill above the
clouds, the Drac stopped spinning and turned. | hit the auto override and pulled the stick into my
lap. The fighter wallowed asit tried to pull up. Everyone knows the Drac ships work better in
atmosphere.. . . heading toward me on an interception course . . . why doesn't the dimefire? . . .
just before the collision, the Drac gjects . . . power gone; have to deadstick it in. | track the



capsule asit falls through the muck, intending to find that Dracslime and finish the job. ...

It could have been for seconds or yearsthat | groped into the darkness around me. | felt touching, but
the parts of me being touched seemed far, far away. Fird chills, then fever, then chillsagain, my head
being cooled by agentle hand. | opened my eyesto narrow dits and saw Jerry hovering over me, blotting
my forehead with something cool. | managed awhisper. "Jerry."

The Drac looked into my eyes and smiled. "Good is, Davidge. Good is."
Thelight on Jerry'sface flickered and | smelled smoke. "Fire."

Jerry got out of the way and pointed toward the center of the room's sandy floor. | let my head roll over
and redlized that | was lying on abed of soft, springy branches. Opposite my bed was another bed, and
between them crackled a cheery camp-fire. "Fire now we have, Davidge. And wood." Jerry pointed
toward the roof made of wooden poles thatched with broad leaves.

| turned and looked around, then let my throbbing head sink down and closed my eyes. "Where are we?"
"Bigidand, Davidge. Soaker off sandbar uswashed. Wind and waves us here took. Right you were."
"Il... I don't understand; ne gavey. It'd take daysto get to the big idand from the sandbar.”

Jerry nodded and dropped what |ooked like a sponge into a shell of some sort filled with water.
"Ninedays. You | strap to nasesay, then here on beach we land.”

"Nine days? I've been out for nine days?"

Jerry shook his head. " Seventeen. Here we land eight days..." The Drac waved its hand behind itsdlf.
"AQo...eght daysago."

" pe”

Seventeen days on Fyrine IV was better than amonth on Earth. | opened my eyes again and looked at
Jarry. The Drac was amost bubbling with excitement. "What about your lean, your child?'

Jerry patted its swollen middle. "Good is, Davidge. Y ou more nasesay hurt.”

| overcame an urgeto nod. "I'm happy for you." | closed my eyes and turned my face toward thewall, a
combination of wood poles and leaves " Jerry?"

"Ess?"
"You saved my life"

"Ae_"



“Why?

Jarry sat quietly for along time. "Davidge. On sandbar you talk. Lonelinessnow gavey." The Drac
shook my arm. "Here, now you edt."

| turned and looked into ashell filled with t steaming liquid. "What isit, chicken soup?’
Ess?"

Essva?" | pointed at the bowl, redlizing for tht first time how wesk | was.

Jerry frowned. "Like dug, but long."

"Aned?'

"Ae, but ed on land, gavey?"

"Y ou mean 'snake?'

""Possi blemaybeperhaps.™

| nodded and put my lipsto the edge of the shell. | spped some of the broth, swallowed and let the
broth's healing warmth seep through my body. " Good."

"You custa want?"'
n E$?ll

"Custa." Jerry reached next to the fire and picked up a squareish chunk of clear rock. | looked at it,
scratched it with my thumbnail, then touched it with my tongue.

"Hditel Sdt!”
Jerry smiled. " Custa you want?'
| laughed. "All the comforts. By al means, let's have custa.”

Jerry took the halite, knocked off a corner with asmall stone, then used the stone to grind the pieces
againg another stone. He held out the palm of his hand with atiny mountain of white granulesin the
center. | took two pinches, dropped them into my snake soup and stirred it with my finger. Then | took a
long swallow of the delicious broth. | smacked my lips. "Fantastic.”

"Good, ne?"

"Better than good; fantagtic.” | took another swallow, making abig show of smacking my lipsand rolling
my eyes.

"Fantadtic, Davidge, ne?"
"Ae." | nodded at the Drac. "1 think that's enough. | want to deep.”

"Ae, Davidge, gavey." Jery took the bowl and put it beside the fire. The Drac stood, walked to the
door and turned back. Its yellow eyes studied me for an instant, then it nodded, turned and went outside.
| closed my eyes and let the heat from the campfire coax the deep over me.



Intwo days | was up in the shack trying my legs, and in two more days Jerry helped me outside. The
shack was located at the top of along gentlerisein a scrub forest; none of the trees was any taler than
five or sx meters. At the bottom of the dope, better than eight kilometers from the shack, wasthe
dtill-rolling sea. The Drac had carried me. Our trusty nasesay had filled with water and had been dragged
back into the sea soon after Jerry pulled meto dry land. With it went the remainder of the ration bars.
Dracsare very fussy about what they eet, but hunger finaly drove Jerry to sample some of the local flora
and fauna—hunger and the human lump that was rapidly drifting away from lack of nourishment. The
Drac had settled on abland, starchy type of root, a green bushberry that when dried made an acceptable
tea, and snakemeat. Exploring, Jerry had found a partly eroded sat dome. In the days that followed, |
grew stronger and added to our diet with several types of seamollusk and afruit resembling across
between a pear and aplum.

Asthe days grew colder, the Drac and | wereforced to redize that Fyrine IV had awinter. Given that,
we had to face the possibility that the winter would be severe enough to prevent the gathering of
food—and wood. When dried next to thefire, the berrybush and roots kept well, and we tried both
sating and smoking snakemeat. With strips of fiber from the berrybush for thread, Jerry and | pieced
together the snakeskins for winter clothing. The design we settled on involved two layers of skinswith the
down from berrybush seed pods stuffed between and then held in place by quilting the layers.

We agreed that the house would never do. It took three days of searching to find our first cave, and
another three days before we found one that suited us. The mouth opened onto aview of the eterndly
tormented sea, but was set in the face of alow cliff well above sealevel. Around the cave's entrance we
found great quantities of dead wood and loose stone. The wood we gathered for heat; and the stone we
used to wall up the entrance, leaving only space enough for ahinged door. The hinges were made of
snake leather and the door of wooden polestied together with berrybush fiber. The first night after
completing the door, the seawinds blew it to pieces; and we decided to go back to the original door
design we had used on the sandbar.

Deep ingde the cave, we made our living quartersin achamber with awide, sandy floor. Still deeper, the
cave had natura pools of water, which were fine for drinking but too cold for bathing. We used the pool
chamber for our supply room. We lined thewals of our living quarters with piles of wood and made new
beds out of snakeskins and seed pod down. In the center of the chamber we built a respectabl e fireplace
with alarge, flat sone over the codsfor agriddie. Thefirst night we spent in our new home, | discovered
that, for thefirst time since ditching on that damned planet, | couldn't hear the wind.

During the long nights, we would sit & the fireplace making things—gloves, hats, packbags— out of
snake leather, and we would talk. To break the monotony, we aternated days between speaking Drac
and English, and by the time the winter hit with itsfirst ice storm, each of uswas comfortablein the
other's language.

Wetaked of Jerry's coming child.
"What are you going to nameit, Jerry?"

"It dready has aname. See, the Jeribaline hasfive names. My nameis Shigan; before me came my
parent, Gothig; before Gothig was Haesni; before Haesni was Ty, and before Ty was Zammis. The child
isnamed JeribaZammis™



"Why only the five names? A human child can have just about any nameits parents pick for it. In fact,
once a human becomes an adult, he or she can pick any name he or she wants."

The Drac looked a me, itseyesfilled with pity. "Davidge, how lost you must fedl. Y ou humans— how
lost you must fed.”

"Logt?"
Jerry nodded. "Where do you come from, Davidge?'

"Y ou mean my parents?"

"Wes"

| shrugged. "I remember my parents.”

"And their parents?"

"l remember my mother'sfather. When | was young we used to visit him."

"Davidge, what do you know about this grandparent?’

| rubbed my chin. "It'skind of vague.... | think hewasin somekind of agriculture—I don't know."
"And his parents?’

| shook my head. "The only thing | remember isthat somewhere dong theline, English and Germans
figured. Gavey Germansand English?"

Jerry nodded. "Davidge, | can recite the history of my line back to the founding of my planet by Jeriba
Ty, one of the origind settlers, one hundred and ninety-nine generations ago. At our linés archiveson
Draco, there are the records that trace the line across space to the racehome planet, Sindie, and there
back seventy generationsto Jeriba Ty, the founder of the Jeribaline.”

"How does one become afounder?'

"Only the firstborn carriesthe line. Products of second, third, or fourth births must found their own lines.
| nodded, impressed. "Why only the five names? Just to make it easier to remember them?”

Jerry shook its head. "No. The names are things to which we add digtinction; they are the same,
commonplace five so that they do not overshadow the events that distinguish their bearers. The namell
carry, Shigan, has been served by great soldiers, scholars, students of philosophy, and severa priests.
The name my child will carry has been served by scientists, teachers, and explorers.”

"Y ou remember dl of your ancestors occupations?"

Jerry nodded. Y es, and what they each did and where they did it. Y ou must recite your line before the
ling's archivesto be admitted into adulthood as | was twenty-two of my years ago. Zammiswill do the
same, except the child must begin its recitation"—Jerry smiled—"with my name, Jeriba Shigan.”

"Y ou can recite dmost two hundred biographies from memory?'
IIYSII

| went over to my bed and stretched out. As| stared up at the smoke being sucked through the crack in



the chamber's celling, | began to understand what Jerry meant by feding lost. A Drac with several dozens
of generations under its belt knew who it was and what it had to live up to. " Jerry?"

"Yes, Davidge?'

"Will you recite them for me?" | turned my head and looked at the Drac in time to see an expression of
utter surprise melt into joy. It was only after many years had passed that | learned | had done Jerry a
great honor in requesting hisline. Among the Dracs, it isarare expression of respect, not only of the
individud, but of theline.

Jerry placed the hat he was sewing on the sand, stood and began.

"Before you here | stand, Shigan of the line of Jeriba, born of Gothig, the teacher of music. A
musician of high merit, the students of Gothig include Datz zh of the Nem line, Perravane of the
Tuscor line, and many lesser musicians. Trained in music at the Shimuram, Gothig stood before
the archivesin the year 11,051 and spoke of its parent Haesni, the manufacturer of ships..."

Asl listened to Jerry's singsong of forma Dracon, the backward biographies—beginning with desth and
ending with adulthood—I experienced a sense of time-binding, of being able to know and touch the past.
Battles, empires built and destroyed, discoveries made, great things done—atour through twelve
thousand years of history, but perceived as awel-defined, living continuum.

Againg this: I, Willis of the Davidge line, and before you, born of Sybil the housewife and Nathan the
second-rate civil engineer, one of them born of Grandpop, who probably had something to do with
agriculture, born of nobody in particular... Hell, | wasn't even that! My older brother carried the ling; not
me. | listened and made up my mind to memorize theline of Jeriba

Wetalked of war:

"That was apretty neat trick, suckering me into the atmaosphere, then ramming me."
Jerry shrugged. "Dracon fleet pilots are best; thisiswell known."

| raised my eyebrows. "That'swhy | shot your tail feathers off, huh?"

Jerry shrugged, frowned, and continued sewing on the scraps of snake leather. "Why do the Earth-men
invade this part of the galaxy, Davidge? We had thousands of years of peace before you came.”

"Hah! Why do the Dracsinvade? We were a peace too. What are you doing here?!
"We sttle these planets. It isthe Drac tradition. We are explorers and founders.”

"Wadll, toadface, what do you think we are, abunch of homebodies? Humans have had spacei travel for
less than two hundred years, but we've settled almost twice as many planets asthe Dracs—"

Jerry held up afinger. "Exactly! Y ou humans spread like a disease. Enough! We don't want you herel”



"Wdll, we're here, and here to stay. Now what are you going to do about it?"
"Y ou see what we do, Irkmaan, wefight!"

"Phooey! You cal that little scrap we werein afight? Hell, Jerry, we were kicking you junk jocks out of
the sky—"

"Haw, Davidge! That'swhy you St here sucking on smoked snakemest!"

| pulled thelittle rascal out of my mouth and pointed it at the Drac. "I notice your breath has a snake
flavor too, Drac!"

Jerry snorted and turned away from thefire. | felt stupid, first because we weren't going to settle an
argument that had plagued a hundred worlds for over a century. Second, | wanted to have Jerry check
my recitation. | had over ahundred generations memorized. The Drac's Sde wastoward thefire, leaving
enough light faling on itslap to seeits sewing.

"Jerry, what are you working on?"
"We have nothing to talk about, Davidge."
"Comeon, wha isit?'

Jerry turned its head toward me, then looked back into itslap and picked up atiny snakeskin suit. "For
Zammis." Jerry smiled and | shook my heed, then laughed.

Wetaked of philosophy:

"Y ou studied Shizumeaet, Jerry; why won't you tell me about itsteachings?”

Jerry frowned. "No, Davidge."

" Are Shizumaat's teachings secret or something?”

Jerry shook its head. "No. But we honor Shizumaat too much for talk.”

| rubbed my chin. "Do you mean too much to talk about it, or to talk about it with a human?’
"Not with humans, Davidge; just not with you."

"Why?

Jerry lifted its head and narrowed its yellow eyes. "Y ou know what you said ... on the sandbar.”

| scratched my head and vaguely recalled the curse | laid on the Drac about Shizumaeat egting it. | held
out my hands. "But, Jarry, | was mad, angry. Y ou can't hold me accountable for what | said then."

"l do."



"Will it change anything if | gpologize?*
"Not athing."

| stopped mysdf from saying something nasty and thought back to that moment when Jerry and | stood
ready to strangle each other. | remembered something about that meeting and screwed the corners of my
mouth in place to kegp from smiling. "Will you tell me Shizumaeat'steachingsif | forgiveyou ... for what
you said about Mickey Mouse?' | bowed my head in an appearance of reverence, athough its chief
purpose was to suppress a cackle.

Jerry looked up at me, itsface pained with guilt. "I have felt bad about that, Davidge. If you forgive me, |
will talk about Shizumaet.”

"Then| forgiveyou, Jerry."

"Onemorething.”

"What?"

"Y ou must tell me of the teachings of Mickey Mouse."
"I'll... uh, domy bes."

Wetdked of Zammis
"Jerry, what do you want little Zammy to be?"

The Drac shrugged. "Zammis must live up to itsown name. | want it to do that with honor. If Zammis
doesthat, itisal | can ask.”

"Zammy will pick itsown trade?"

"Wes"

"lan't there anything specid you want, though?"

Jerry nodded. "Yes, thereis."

"What'sthat?'

"That Zammiswill, oneday, find itsdlf off thismiserable planet.”
| nodded. "Amen."

"Amen

The winter dragged on until Jerry and | began ; wondering if we had gotten in on the beginning of anice
age. Outsde the cave, everything was coated with athick layer of ice, and the low temperature



combined with the steady winds made venturing outside atemptation of desth by falsor freezing. Still, by
mutual agreement, we both went outside to relieve oursalves. There were severd isolated chambers deep
in the cave; but we feared polluting our water supply, not to mention the air ingde the cave. Themain risk
outside was dropping one's drawers at awind chill factor that froze breath vapor beforeit could be
blown through the thin | face muffs we had made out of our flight suits. Welearned not to dawdle. ,

One morning, Jerry was outs de answering the call, while | stayed by the fire mashing up dried roots with
water for griddle cakes. | heard Jerry call from the mouth of the cave. "Davidge!"

"What?'
"Davidge, come quick!"

A ship! It had to be! | put the shell bowl on the sand, put on my hat and gloves, and ran through the
passage. As| came closeto the door, | untied the muff from around my neck and tied it over my mouth
and noseto protect my lungs. Jerry, its head bundled in asimilar manner, was looking through the door,
waving meon. "What isit?"

Jerry stepped away from the door to let me through. " Come, look!"

Sunlight. Blue sky and sunlight. In the distance, over the sea, new clouds were piling up; but above usthe
sky was clear. Neither of us could look at the sun directly, but we turned our facesto it and felt the rays
of Fyrine on our skins. The light glared and sparkled off the ice-covered rocks and trees. "Beautiful "

"Yes" Jerry grabbed my deeve with agloved hand. "Davidge, you know what this means?'
"What?'
"Signd firesat night. On aclear night, alargefire could be seen from orbit, ne?"

| looked at Jerry, then back at the sky. "I don't know. If the fire were big enough, and we get a clear
night, and if anybody picksthat moment tolook . . ." | et my head hang down. "That's dways supposing
that there's someonein orbit up there to do the looking.” | felt the pain beginin my fingers. "We better go
back in."

"Davidge, it'sachance!"

"What are we going to use for wood, Jerry?' | held out an arm toward the trees above and around the
cave. "Everything that can burn has at least fifteen centimeters of iceon it.”

"In the cave—"

"Our firewood?" | shook my head. "How long isthiswinter going to last? Can you be sure that we have
enough wood to waste on signdl fires?'

"It'sachance, Davidge. It'sachance!"
Our survivd riding on atoss of thedice. | shrugged. "Why not?"

We spent the next few hours hauling aquarter of our carefully gathered firewood and dumping it outside
the mouth of the cave. By the time we were finished and long before night came, the sky wasagain a
solid blanket of grey. Severd times each night, we would check the sky, waiting for starsto appear.
During the days, we would frequently have to spend severa hours beating theice off the wood pile. Still,
it gave both of us hope, until the wood in the cave ran out and we had to start borrowing from the sgna



pile

That night, for thefirst time, the Drac |ooked absolutely defeated. Jerry sat at the fireplace, saring at the
flames. Its hand reached insdeits snakeskin jacket through the neck and pulled out asmall golden cube
suspended on achain. Jerry held the cube clasped in both hands, shut its eyes, and began mumbling in

Drac. | watched from my bed until Jerry finished. The Drac sighed, nodded, and replaced the object
withinits jacket.

"What'sthat thing?

Jerry looked up at me, frowned, then touched the front of itsjacket. "This? It ismy Talman— what you
cdl aBible”

"A Bibleisabook. Y ou know, with pages that you read."

Jerry pulled the thing from its jacket, mumbled a phrase in Drac, then worked asmall catch. Another
gold cube dropped from thefirst and the Drac held it out to me. "Be very careful with it, Davidge."

| sat up, took the object, and examined it in the light of thefire. Three hinged pieces of the golden meta
formed the binding of abook two-and-a-haf centimeters on an edge. | opened the book in the middle
and looked over the double columns of dots, lines, and squiggles. "It'sin Drac.”

"Of course"
"But | can'treadit.”

Jerry's eyebrows went up. ™Y ou speak Drac so well, | didn't remember . . . would you like meto teach
you?"

"Toread this?'
"Why not?'Y ou have an gppointment you have to keep?'

| shrugged. "No." | touched my finger to the book and tried to turn one of thetiny pages. Perhapsfifty
pages went at once. "'l can't separate the pages.”

Jerry pointed at asmall bump at the top of the spine. "Pull out the pin. It'sfor turning the pages.”

| pulled out the short needle, touched it against a page, and it did loose of its companion and nipped.
"Who wrote your Talman, Jerry?'

"Many. All great teachers™

"Shizumaat?"

Jerry nodded. " Shizumeaet is one of them.”

| closed the book and held it in the palm of my hand. " Jerry, why did you bring this out now?"

"I needed its comfort." The Drac held out itsarms. "This place. Maybe we will grow old hereand die.
Maybe wewill never befound. | seethistoday aswe brought in the signal firewood." Jerry placed its
handsonitsbelly. "Zammiswill be born here. The Talman helps meto accept what | cannot change.”

"Zammis, how much longer?'



Jerry smiled. " Soon."
| looked at the tiny book. "1 would like you to teach meto read this, Jerry.”

The Drac took the chain and case from around its neck and handed it to me. "Y ou must keep the
Talman inmis"

| held it for amoment, then shook my head. "I can't keep this, Jerry. It's obvioudly of great valueto you.
What if | logt it?"

"Y ouwon't. Keep it while you learn. The student must do this."
| put the chain around my neck. "Thisis quite an honor you do me."

Jerry shrugged. "Much less than the honor you do me by memorizing the Jeribaline. Y our recitations
have been accurate, and moving." Jerry took some charcod from the fire, stood, and walked to the wall
of the chamber. That night | learned the thirty-one letters and sounds of the Drac aphabet, aswell asthe
additiona nine sounds and letters used in forma Drac writings.

The wood eventualy ran out. Jerry was very heavy and very, very sick as Zammis prepared to make its
appearance, and it was dl the Drac could do to waddle outside with my help to relieve itsaf. Hence,
wood gathering, which involved taking our remaining stick and besting the ice off the dead standing trees,
fell to me, asdid cooking.

On aparticularly blustery day, | noticed that the ice on die trees was thinner. Somewhere we had turned
winter's corner and were heading for spring. | spent my ice-pounding time fedling greet at the thought of
spring, and | knew Jerry would pick up some at the news. The winter was redlly getting the Drac down. |
was working the woods above the cave, taking armloads of gathered wood and dropping them down
below, when | heard a scream. | froze, then looked around. | could see nothing but the seaand theice
around me. Then, the scream again. "Davidge!" It was Jerry. | dropped the load | was carrying and ran
to the cleft in the cliff's face that served as a path to the upper woods. Jerry screamed again; and |
dipped, then rolled until I cameto the shelf level with the cave's mouth. | rushed through the entrance,
down the passageway until | came to the chamber. Jerry writhed on itsbed, digging itsfingersinto the
sand.

| dropped on my knees next to the Drac. "I'm here, Jerry. What isit? What's wrong?"

"Davidgel" The Drac rolled its eyes, seeing nothing; its mouth worked silently, then exploded with
another scream.

"Jerry, itsme!l" | shook the Drac's shoulder. "It'sme, Jerry. Davidge!™

Jerry turned its head toward me, grimaced, then clasped the fingers of one hand around my left wrist with
the strength of pain. "Davidge! Zammis. . . something's gone wrong!”

"What? What can | do?'



Jerry screamed again, then its head fell back to the bed in ahdf-faint. The Drac fought back to
consciousness and pulled my head down toitslips. "Davidge, you must swear."

"What, Jerry? Swear what?"
"Zammis ... on Draco. To sand before the lin€s archives. Do this."
"What do you mean? Y ou talk likeyou'redying."

"l am, Davidge. Zammistwo-hundredth generation . . . very important. Present my child, Davidge.
Swear!"

| wiped the sweat from my face with my free hand. ™Y ou're not going to die, Jerry. Hang on!"

"Enough! Facetruth, Davidge! | die! Y ou must teach theline of Jeribato Zammis. . . and the book, the
Talman, gavey?"

"Stopit!" Panic stood over me dmost as aphysical presence. "Stop talking like that! Y ou aren't going to
die, Jerry. Come on; fight, you kizlode sonofabitch . . ."

Jerry screamed. Its breathing was weak and the Drac drifted in and out of consciousness. "Davidge.”
"What?' | redized | was sobbing like akid.

"Davidge, you must help Zammis come out.”

"What. . . how?What in the Hell are you talking about?'

Jarry turned itsface to thewall of the cave, "lift my jacket."

mWhat?"

"Lift my jacket, Davidge. Now!"

| pulled up the snakeskin jacket, exposing Jerry's swollen belly. The fold down the center was bright red
and seeping aclear liquid. "What. . . what should | do?’

Jerry breathed rapidly, then held its breath. "Tear it open! Y ou must tear it open, Davidge!™
"No!"

"Doit! Doit, or Zammisdies!"

"What do | care about your goddamn child, Jerry? What do | have to do to save you?'

"Tear it open ..." whispered the Drac. "Take care of my child, Irkmaan. Present Zammis before the
Jeribaarchives. Swear thisto me."

"Oh, Jarry .. ."
"Qwear this!"

| nodded, hot fiat tears dribbling down my cheeks. "l swear it. . . ." Jerry relaxed itsgrip on my wrist and
closed itseyes. | kndt next to the Drac, stunned. "No. No, no, no, no."

Tear it open! You must tear it open, Davidgel



| reached up ahand and gingerly touched the fold on Jerry'sbelly. | could fed life Struggling beneathit,
trying to escape the airless confines of the Drac'swomb. | hated it; | hated the damned thing as | never
hated anything before. 1ts struggles grew weaker, then stopped.

Present Zammis before the Jeriba archives. Snvear thisto me. ...
| swear it. . . .

| lifted my other hand and inserted my thumbsinto the fold and tugged gently. | increased the amount of
force, then tore at Jerry'sbelly like amadman. Thefold burst open, soaking the front of my jacket with
the clear fluid. Holding thefold open, | could seethe still form of Zammishuddled in awell of thefluid,
motionless

| vomited. When | had nothing more to throw up, | reached into the fluid and put my hands under the
Dracinfant. | lifted it, wiped my mouth on my upper |eft deeve, and closed my mouth over Zammissand
pulled the child's mouth open with my right hand. Threetimes, four times, | inflated the child'slungs, then
it coughed. Thenit cried. | tied off the two umbilicals with berrybush fiber, then cut them. Jeriba Zammis
was freed of the dead flesh of its parent.

| held the rock over my head, then brought it down with al of my force upon the ice. Shards splashed
away from the point of impact, exposing the dark green benesth. Again, | lifted the rock and brought it
down, knocking loose another rock. | picked it up, stood and carried it to the half-covered corpse of the
Drac. "TheDrac," | whispered. Good. Just call it "the Drac." Toadface. Dragger.

The enemy. Call it anything to insulate those feelings against the pain.

| looked at the pile of rocks | had gathered, decided it was sufficient to finish the job, then kndlt next to
the grave. As| placed the rocks on the pile, unmindful of the gale-blown deet freezing on my snakeskins,
| fought back the tears. | smacked my hands together to help restore the circulation. Spring was coming,
but it was till dangerousto stay outside too long. And | had been along time building the Drac's grave. |
picked up another rock and placed it into position. Asthe rock's weight leaned againgt the snakeskin
mattress cover, | redlized that the Drac was dready frozen. | quickly placed the remainder of the rocks,
then stood.

Thewind rocked me and | amost lost my footing on theice next to the grave. | looked toward the
boiling sea, pulled my snakeskins around mysalf moretightly, then looked down &t the pile of rocks.
There should be words. You don't just cover up the dead, then go to dinner. There should be
words. But what words? | was no religionist, and neither wasthe Drac. Itsforma philosophy on the
matter of desth was the same as my informal rejection of Idamic delights, pagan Vahdlas, and
Judeo-Chrigtian piesin the ky. Death isdegth;, finis; the end; the worms crawl in, the worms crawl ot. .
. Sill, there should be words.

| reached beneath my snakeskins and clasped my gloved hand around the golden cube of the Talman. |
felt the sharp corners of the cube through my glove, closed my eyes, and ran through the words of the
great Drac philosophers. But there was nothing they had written for this moment.



The Talman was abook on life. Talman means"life," and this occupies Drac philosophy. They spare
nothing for death. Degth isafact; the end of life. The Talman had no words for meto say. The wind
knifed through me, causing meto shiver. Already my fingers were numb and painswere beginning in my
feet. Still, there should be words. But the only words | could mink of would open the gate, flooding my
being with pain—with the redlization that the Drac was gone. Still. . . till, there should be words.

"Jary, !..."! had no words. | turned from the grave, my tears mixing with the deet.

With the warmth and silence of the cave around me, | sat on my mattress, my back against the wall of the
cave. | tried to lose mysdlf in the shadows and flickers of light cast on the opposite wall by thefire.
Images would half-form, then dance away before | could move my mind to see something inthem. Asa
child I used to watch clouds, and in them see faces, castles, animals, dragons, and giants. It wasaworld
of escgpe—fantasy; some-tiling to inject wonder and adventure into the mundane, regulated life of a
middle-class boy leading amiddle-classlife. All | could see on thewall of the cave was arepresentation
of Hell: flameslicking at twisted, grotesque representations of condemned souls. | laughed at the thought.
Wethink of Hell asfire, supervised by acackling sadist in ared union suit. Fyrine IV taught methis
much: Hell islondliness, hunger, and endless cold.

| heard awhimper, and | looked into the shadows toward the small mattress at the back of the cave.
Jerry had made the snakeskin sack filled with seed pod down for Zammis. It whimpered again, and |
leaned forward, wondering if there was something it needed. A pang of fear tickled my guts. What does
aDracinfant eat? Dracs aren't mammals. All they ever taught usin training was how to recognize
Dracs—that, and how to kill them. Then redl fear began working on me. "What inthe hell am | going to
usefor digpers?’

It whimpered again. | pushed myself to my feet, walked the sandy floor to the infant's Sde, then knelt
besideit. Out of the bundle that was Jerry's old flight suit, two chubby three-fingered arms waved. |
picked up the bundle, carried it next to the fire, and sat on arock. Balancing the bundle on my lap, |
carefully unwrapped it. | could seethe ydlow glitter of Zammiss eyes benegth yellow, deegp-heavy lids.
From the dmost noseless face and solid teeth to its deep yellow color, Zammiswas every bit aminiature
of Jerry, except for the fat. Zammisfairly wallowed in rolls of fat. | looked, and was grateful to find that
there was no mess.

| looked into Zammissface. "Y ou want something to eat?"
"Guh."

Its jaws were ready for business, and | assumed that Dracs must chew solid food from day one. |
reached over the fire and picked up atwist of dried snake, then touched it againgt the infant's lips.
Zammisturned its head. "C'mon, egt. Y ou're not going to find anything better around here."

| pushed the snake againgt itslips again, and Zammis pulled back a chubby arm and pushed it away. |
shrugged. "Well, whenever you get hungry enough, it'sthere.”

"Guh meh!" Its head rocked back and forth on my lap, atiny, three-fingered hand closed around my



finger, and it whimpered again.
"Y ou don't want to eat, you don't need to be cleaned up, so what do you want? Kos va nu?"

Zammissface wrinkled, and its hand pulled a my finger. Its other hand waved in the direction of my
chest. | picked Zammis up to arrange the flight suit, and the tiny hands reached out, grasped the front of
my snakeskins, and held on as the chubby arms pulled the child next to my chest. | held it closg, it placed
its cheek againgt my chest, and promptly fell adeep. "Well . . . I'll be damned.”

Until the Drac was gone, | never realized how closdly | had stood near the edge of madness. My
loneliness was a cancer—agrowth that | fed with hate: hate for the planet with its endless cold, endless
winds, and endlessisolation; hate for the helpless yelow child with its clawing need for care, food, and an
affectionthat | couldn't give; and hate for mysdif. | found mysalf doing things that frightened and disgusted
me. To break my solid wal of being done, | would talk, shout, and sing to myself—uttering curses,
nonsense, or meaningless croaks.

Its eyes were open, and it waved a chubby arm and cooed. | picked up alarge rock, staggered over to
the child's Side, and held the weight over thetiny body. "I could drop thisthing, kid. Where would you be
then?' | felt laughter coming from my lips. | threw the rock aside. "Why should | mess up the cave?
Outside. Put you outside for aminute, and you die! Y ou hear me? Diel”

The child worked its three-fingered hands at the empty air, shut its eyes, and cried. "Why don't you eat?
Why don't you crap? Why don't you do anything right, but cry?' The child cried more loudly. "Bah! |
ought to pick up that rock and finishit! That'swhat | ought..." A wave of revulsion sopped my words,
and | went to my mattress, picked up my cap, gloves, and muff, then headed outside.

Before | came to the rocked-in entrance to the cave, | felt the bite of the wind. Outside | stopped and
looked at the seaand sky—aroiling panoramain glorious black and white, grey and grey. A gust of wind
dapped againgt me, rocking me back toward the entrance. | regained my baance, walked to the edge of
the cliff, and shook my fist at the sea. "Go ahead! Go ahead and blow, you kiZode sonofabitch! You
haven't killed meyet!"

| squeezed the wind-burned lids of my eyes shut, then opened them and looked down. A forty-meter
drop to the next ledge, but if | took arunning jump, | could clear it. Then it would be ahundred and fifty
meters to the rocks below. Jump. | backed away from the cliffs edge. "Jump! Sure, jump!” | shook my
head at the sea. "I'm not going to do your job for you! Y ou want me dead, you're going to haveto do it
yoursdf!"

| looked back and up, above the entrance to the cave. The sky was darkening and in afew hours night
would shroud the landscape. | turned toward the cleft in the rock that led to the scrub forest above the
cave.

| squatted next to the Drac's grave and studied the rocks | had placed there, aready fused together with
alayer of ice. "Jarry. What am | going to do?’

The Drac would sit by the fire, both of us sewing. And we talked.



"You know, Jerry, all this," | held up the Tdman, "I've heard it all before. | expected something
different.”

The Drac lowered its sewing to its lap and studied

me for an instant. Then it shook its head and resumed its sewing. "You are not a terribly profound
creature, Davidge."

"What's that supposed to mean?"

Jerry held out a three-fingered hand. " A universe, Davidge—there is a universe out there, a
universe of life, objects, and events. There are differences, but it is all the same universe, and we
all must obey the same universal laws. Did you ever think of that?"

n Nolll
"That iswhat | mean, Davidge. Not terribly profound.”

| snorted. "I told you, I'd heard this stuff before. So | imagine that shows humansto be just as
profound as Dracs."

Jerry laughed. "You always insist on making something racial out of my observations. What | said
applied to you, not to the race of humans. . . ."

| spat on the frozen ground. ™Y ou Dracs think you're so damned smart.” Thewind picked up, and | could
tastethe seasdt init. One of the big blows was coming. The sky was changing to that curious darkness
that tricked meinto thinking it was midnight blue, rather than black. A trickle of ice found itsway under
my collar.

"What'swrong with me just being me? Everybody in the universe doesn't have to be adamned
philosopher, toadface!” There were millions— billions—like me. More maybe. "What difference doesit
make to anything whether | ponder existence or not? It's here; that's al | have to know."

"Davidge, you don't even know your family line beyond your parents, and now you say you refuse
to know that of your universe that you can know. How will you know your place in this existence,
Davidge? Where are you? Who are you?"

| shook my head and stared at the grave, then | turned and faced the sea. In another hour, or less, it
would be too dark to see the whitecaps. "I'm me, that'swho." But wasthat "me" who held the rock over
Zammis, threatening ahd plessinfant with deeth?| felt my guts curdle asthe londiness | thought | felt
grew claws and fangs and began gnawing and dashing at the remains of my sanity. | turned back to the
grave, closed my eyes, then opened them. "I'm afighter pilot, Jerry. 1sn't that something?"

"That is what you do, Davidge; that is neither who nor what you are.”

| knelt next to the grave and clawed at the ice-sheathed rocks with my hands. ™Y ou don't talk to me now,
Drac! You'redead!" | stopped, redlizing that the words | had heard were from the Talman, processed
into my own context. | dumped against the rocks, felt the wind, then pushed mysdlf to my feet. "Jerry,
Zammiswon't edt. It's been three days. What do | do? Why didn't you tell me anything about Drac brats
beforeyou ..." | held my handsto my face. " Steady, boy. Keep it up, and they'll stick you in ahome."
Thewind pressed against my back, | lowered my hands, then walked from the grave.



| sat inthe cave, staring at thefire. | couldn't hear the wind through the rock, and the wood was dry,
making the fire hot and quiet. | tapped my fingers againgt my knee, then began humming. Noise, any kind,
helped to drive off the oppressive londliness. "Sonofabitch.” | laughed and nodded. "Y ea verily, and
kizlode va nu, dutschaat.” | chuckled, trying to think of al the curses and obscenitiesin Drac that | had
learned from Jerry. There were quite afew. My toe tapped against the sand and my humming started up
again. | stopped, frowned, then remembered the song.

"Highty tighty Christ dmighty,
Who the Hdll arewe? Zim zam, Gawd Damn,

We'rein Squadron B."

| leaned back againgt the wall of the cave, trying to remember another verse. A pilot's got a rotten
life/no crumpets with our tea/we have to service the general’'s wife/ and pick fleas from her knee,
"Damn!" | dapped my knee, trying to see the faces of the other pilotsin the squadron lounge. | could
amogt fed the whiskey fumestickling theinsde of my nose. Vadik, Wooster, Arnold—the one with the
broken nose—Demerest, Kadiz. | hummed again, swinging an imaginary mug of issue grog by its
imaginary handle,

"And, if hedoext likeit,

I'll tell you what well do:

Well fill hisasswith broken glass,
and sed it upwith glue.”

The cave echoed with the song. | stood, threw up my arms and screamed. "Y aaaaahoooooo! ™

Zammis began crying. | bit my lip and walked over to the bundle on the mattress. "Well?'Y ou ready to
ea?'

"Unh, unh, weh." Theinfant rocked its head back and forth. | went to the fire, picked up atwist of snake,
then returned. | knelt next to Zammis and held the snaketoitslips. Again, the child pushed it away.
"Comeon, you. You haveto eat." | tried again with the same results. | took the wraps off the child and
looked at its body. | could tell it was losing weight, dthough Zammis didn't appear to be getting week. |
shrugged, wrapped it up again, stood, and began walking back to my mattress.

"Guh, weh."
| turned. "What?'

"Ah, guh, guh."

| went back, stooped over and picked the child up. Its eyes were open and it looked into my face, then
gmiled.

"What're you laughing at, ugly? Y ou should get aload of your own face."

Zammis barked out ashort laugh, then gurgled. | went to my mattress, sat down, and arranged Zammisin
my lap. "Gumma, buh, buh." Its hand grabbed aloose flap of snakeskin on my shirt and pulled on it.



"Gumma, buh, buh to you, too. So, what do we do now? How about | start teaching you the line of
Jeriban? Y ou're going to haveto learn it sometime, and it might aswell be now." The Jeriban line. My
recitations of the line were the only things Jerry ever complimented me about. | looked into Zammiss
eyes. "When | bring you to stand before the Jeriba archives, you will say this. ‘Before you here | stand,
Zammis of theline of Jeriba, born of Shigan, thefighter pilot." | amiled, thinking of the upraised yellow
browsif Zammis continued, "and, by damn, Shigan was a helluva good pilot, too. Why, | was once
told he took a smart round in histail feathers, then pulled around and rammed the kizlode
sonafabitch, known to one and all asWillis E. Davidge . . ."l shook my head. "Y ou're not going to
get your wings by doing thelinein English, Zammis." | began again:

"Naatha nu enta va, Zammis zea does Jeriba, estay va Shigan, asaam naa denvadar ..."

For eight of those long days and nights, | feared the child would die. | tried everything—roots, dried
berries, dried plumfruit, snakemest dried, boiled, chewed, and ground. Zammisrefused it al. | checked
frequently, but each time | looked through the child's wraps, they were as clean aswhen | had put them
on. Zammislost weight, but seemed to grow stronger. By the ninth day it was crawling the floor of the
cave. Even with the fire, the cave wasn't redlly warm. | feared that the kid would get sick crawling around
naked, and | dressed it in the tiny snakeskin suit and cap Jerry had madefor it. After dressing it, | stood
Zammis up and looked at it. The kid had dready developed asmilefull of mischief that, combined with
thetwinkleinitsydlow eyesand its suit and cap, makeit ook like an df. | was holding Zammisupina
standing position. The kid seemed pretty steady onitslegs, and | let go. Zammissmiled, waved its
thinning arms about, then laughed and took afatering step toward me. | caught it asit fell, and thelittle
Drac squeded.

In two more days Zammis was walking and getting into everything that could be gotten into. | spent many
an anxious moment searching the chambers at the back of the cavefor the kid after coming in from
outsde. Findly, when | caught it at the mouth of the cave heading full steam for the outside, | had had
enough. | made a harness out of snakeskin, attached it to a snake-leather leash, and tied the other end to
aprojection of rock above my head. Zammis il got into everything, but at least | could findlit.

Four days after it learned to walk, it wanted to [ eat. Drac babies are probably the most convenient j and
consderateinfantsin the universe. They live off their fat for about three or four Earth weeks, \ and don't
make amessthe entiretime. After they learn to walk, and can therefore make it to amutualy agreed
upon spot, then they want food and begin discharging wastes. | showed the kid once how to usetine
litter box | had made, and never had to again. After five or Sx lessons, Zammiswas handling itsown
drawers. Watching the little Drac learn and grow, | began to understand those pilotsin my squadron who
used to bore each other—and everyone e se—with countless pictures of ugly children, accompanied by
thirty-minute narratives for each sngpshot. Before the ice melted, Zammiswastaking. | taught it to call
me"Unde"



For lack of abetter term, | called the ice-melting season "spring.” 1t would be along time before the
scrub forest snowed any green or the snakes ventured forth from their icy holes. The sky maintained its
eternd cover of dark, angry clouds, and still the deet would come and coat everything with ahard,
dippery glaze. But the next day the glaze would melt, and the warmer air would push another millimeter
into the sal.

| realized that thiswas the time to be gathering wood. Before the winter hit, Jerry and | working together
hadn't gathered enough wood. The short summer would have to be spent putting up food for the next
winter. | was hoping to build atighter door over the mouth of the cave, and | sworethat |

would figure out some kind of indoor plumbing. Dropping your drawers outside in the middle of winter
was dangerous. My mind was full of these things as| stretched out on my mattress watching the smoke
curl through acrack in the roof of the cave. Zammiswas off in the back of the cave playing with some
rocksthat it had found, and | must nave fallen adeep. | awoke with the kid shaking my arm.

"Unde?'
"Huh? Zammis?'
"Uncle. Look."

| rolled over on my |eft Sde and faced the Drac. Zammiswas holding up its right hand, fingers spreed
out. "What isit, Zanmis?'

"Look." It pointed at each of itsthreefingersin turn. "One, two, three."

o

"Look." Zammis grabbed my right hand and spread out the fingers. "One, two, three, four, fivel"
| nodded. " So you can count to five."

The Drac frowned and made an impatient gesture with itstiny fists. "Look." It took my outstretched hand
and placed its own on top of it. With its other hand, Zammis pointed first a one of its own fingers, then at
oneof mine. "One, one." The child'syelow eyes studied meto seeif | understood.

"Yan

The child pointed again. "Two, two." It looked a me, then looked back at my hand and pointed. "Three,
three" Then he grabbed my two remaining fingers. " Four, five?" It dropped my hand, then pointed to
the sde of itsown hand. "Four, five?"

| shook my head. Zammis, at less than four Earth months old, had detected part of the difference
between Dracs and humans. A human child would be—what—five, S, or seven years old before asking
questionslikethat. | Sghed. "Zammis."

"Yes, Unde?'

"Zammis, you are aDrac. Dracs only have threefingerson ahand.” | held up my right hand and wiggled
thefingers. "I'm ahuman. | havefive., | swear that tearswelled in the child's eyes, Zammisheld out its
hands, looked at them, then shook its head. " Grow four, five?'

| sat up and faced the kid. Zammis was wondering where its other four fingers had gone. "Look, Zammis.
You and | aredifferent. . . different kinds of beings, understand?’ Zammis shook his head. " Grow four,



five?' "Youwont. YoureaDrac." | pointed & my chest. "I'm ahuman.” Thiswas getting meno- ;
where. "Y our parent, where you came from, was a Drac. Do you understand?”

Zammisfrowned. "Drac. What Drac?'

The urge to resort to the timeless standby of "you'll understand when you get older pounded at the back
of my mind. | shook my head. "'Dracs have three fingers on each hand. Y our parent had three fingerson
each hand." | rubbed my beard. "My parent was ahuman and had five fingers on each hand. That'swhy |
have five fingers on each hand."

Zammis knelt on the sand and studied itsfingers. It looked up at me, back to its hands, then back to me.
"What parent?'

| studied the kid. It must be having an identity crisis of somekind. | wasthe only person it had ever seen,
and | had five fingers per hand. "A parentis... thething ..." | scratched my beard again. "Look ... weall
come from someplace. | had amother and father—two different kinds of humans—that gave melife; that
made me, understand?’

Zammis gave me alook that could be interpreted as"Mac, you arefull of it." | shrugged. "I don't know if
| canexplanit.”

Zammis pointed at its own chest. "My mother? My father?"

| held out my hands, dropped them into my lap, pursed my lips, scratched my beard, and generaly
gdled for time. Zammis held an unblinking gaze on methe entiretime. "L ook, Zammis. Y ou don't have a
mother and afather. I'm ahuman, so | have them; you're a Drac. Y ou have a parent—just one, see?"

Zammis shook its head. It looked a me, then pointed at its own chest. "Drac.”
"Right."

Zammis pointed a my chest. "Human."

"Right again.”

Zammisremoved its hand and dropped it in its1ap. "Where Drac come from?”

Sweet Jesus! Trying to explain hermaphroditic reproduction to akid who shouldn't even be crawling yet!
"Zammis..." | held up my hands, then dropped them into my lap. "Look. Y ou see how much bigger | am
than you?'

"Yes, Unce"

"Good." | ran my fingersthrough my hair, fighting for time and inspiration. ™Y our parent wasbig, like me.
ltsnamewas. . . Jeriba Shigan." Funny how just saying the name was painful. " Jeriba Shigan was like
you. It only had three fingers on each hand. It grew you initstummy.” | poked Zammiss middie.
"Undergand?'

Zammis giggled and held its hands over its ssomach. "Uncle, how Dracs grow there?!

| lifted my legs onto the mattress and stretched out. Where do little Dracs come from?1 looked over to
Zammis and saw the child hanging upon my every word. | grimaced and told the truth. "Damned if |
know, Zammis. Damned if | know." Thirty seconds later, Zammiswas back playing with itsrocks.



Summer, and | taught Zammis how to capture and skin the long grey snakes, and then how to smoke the
meet. The child would squat on the shallow bank above amudpoal, its yellow eyesfixed on the snake
holesin the bank, waiting for one of the occupants to poke out its head. The wind would blow, but
Zammiswouldn't move. Then aflat, triangular head set with tiny blue eyeswould appear. The snake
would check the pool, turn and check the bank, then check the sky. It would advance out of the hole a
bit, then check it dl again. Often the snakeswould look directly at Zammis, but the Drac could have been
carved from rock. Zammis wouldn't move until the snake wastoo far out of the holeto pull itsalf back in
tall first. Then Zammiswould strike, grabbing the snake with both hands just behind toe head. The snakes
had no fangs and weren't poisonous, but they were lively enough to toss Zammisinto the mudpool on
occason.

The skins were spread and wrapped around tree trunks and pegged in place to dry. The tree trunks were
kept in an open place near the entrance to the cave, but under an overhang that faced away from the
ocean. About two thirds of the skins put up in this manner cured; the remaining third would rot.

Beyond the skin room was the smokehouse: arock-walled chamber that we would hang with rows of
snakemedt. A greenwood fire would be set in apit in the chamber's floor; then we would fill in the small
opening with rocks and dirt.

"Uncle, why doesn't the mest rot after it's smoked?'

| thought upon it. "I'm not sure; | just know it doesn't.”
"Why do you know?'

| shrugged. "I just do. | read about it, probably.”
"What's read?'

"Reading. Likewhen | sit down and read the Talman."
"Doesthe Talman say why the meat doesn't rot?"

"No. | meant that | probably read it in another book."
"Do we have more books?'

| shook my head. "I meant before| cameto this planet.”
"Why did you cometo this planet?'

"I told you. Y our parent and | were stranded here during the battle.”
"Why do the humans and Dracsfight?'

"It'svery complicated.” | waved my hands about for abit. The human line wasthat the Dracs were
aggressorsinvading our space. The Drac line was that the humans were aggressors invading their space.
Thetruth?"Zammis, it hasto do with the colonization of new planets. Both races are expanding and both
races have atradition of exploring and colonizing new planets. | guesswe just expanded into each other.



Undersand?"

Zammis nodded, then became mercifully slent asit fell into degp thought. The main thing | learned from
the Drac child was dl of the questions | didn't have answersto. | wasfeding very smug, however, at
having gotten Zammis to understand about the war, thereby avoiding my ignorance on the subject of
preserving meet. "Uncle?!

"Yes, Zammis?'

"What's aplanet?’

Asthe cold, wet summer came to an end, we had the cave jammed with firewood and preserved food.
With that out of theway, | concentrated my efforts on making some kind of indoor plumbing out of the
natural poolsin the chambers deep within the cave. The bathtub was no problem. By dropping heated
rocks into one of the pools, the water could be brought up to a bearable—even
comfortable—temperature. After bathing, the hollow stems of a bamboolike plant could be used to
sphon out the dirty water. The tub could then be refilled from the pool above. The problem waswhere
to sphon the water. Severd of the chambers had holesin their floors. Thefirgt three holeswetried
drained into our main chamber, wetting the low edge near the entrance. The previous winter, Jerry and |
had considered using one of those holes for atoilet that we would flush with water from the pools. Since
we didn't know where the goodies would come out, we decided againgt it.

The fourth hole Zammis and | tried drained out bel ow the entrance to the cavein die face of the cliff. Not
idedl, but better than answering the call of nature in the middle of a combination ice sorm and blizzard.
Werigged up the hole as adrain for both the tub and toilet. AsZammisand | prepared to enjoy our first
hot bath, | removed my snake-skins, tested the water with my toe, then stepped in. "Greet!" | turned to
Zammis, the child dill half dressed. "Come on in, Zammis. Thewater'sfine.” Zammiswas staring a me,
its mouth hanging open. "What's the matter?"

The child stared wide-eyed, then pointed at me with athree-fingered hand. "Uncle. . . what's that?"

| looked down. "Oh." | shook my heed, then looked up &t the child. "Zammis, | explained al that,
remember? 1'm a human.”

"But what'sit for ?"

| sat down in the warm water, removing the object of discussion from sight "It'sfor the elimination of
liquid wagtes . . . among other things. Now, hop in and get washed."

Zammis shucked its snakeskins, looked down at its own smooth-surfaced, combined system, then
climbed into the tube. The child settled into the water up to its neck, its yellow eyes sudying me.
"Unde?'

"Y@l

"Whét other things?"



Wi, | told Zammis. For thefirst time, the Drac appeared to be trying to decide whether my response
was truthful or not, rather than its usual acceptance of my every assertion. Infact, | was convinced that
Zammisthought | was lying— probably because | was.

Winter began with a sprinkle of snowflakes carried on a gentle breeze. | took Zammis above the cave to
the scrub forest. | held the child's hand as we stood before the pile of rocks that served as Jerry's grave.
Zammis pulled its snakeskins againgt the wind, bowed its head, then turned and looked

up into my face. "Undle, thisisthe grave of my parent?’

| nodded. "Yes"

Zammisturned back to the grave, then shook its head. "Uncle, how should | fed?!
"l don't understand, Zammis."

The child nodded at the gravel "I can seethat you are sad being here. | think you want meto fed the
same. Do you?'

| frowned, then shook my head. "No. | don't want you to be sad. | just wanted you to know whereitis."
"May | go now?'

"Sure. Are you certain you know the way back to the cave?"

"Yes. | just want to make sure my soap doesn't burn again.”

| watched as the child turned and scurried off into the naked trees, then | turned back to the grave. "Well,
Jerry, what do you think of your kid? Zammiswas using wood ashes to clean the grease off the shdlls,
then it put ashdl back on thefire and put water init to bail off the burnt-on food. Fat and ashes. The
next thing, Jerry, we were making soap. Zammissfirst batch amost took the hide off us, but the kid's
getting better ..."

| looked up at the clouds, then brought my glance down to the sea. In the distance, low, dark clouds
were building up. " Seethat? You know what that means, don't you? Ice slorm number one.” Thewind
picked up and | squatted next to the grave to replace arock that had rolled from the pile. "Zammisisa
good kid, Jerry. | wanted to hateit... after you died. | wanted to hate it." | replaced the rock, then
looked back toward the sea.

"I don't know how we're going to make it off planet, Jerry—" | caught aflash of movement out of the
corner of my vision. | turned to the right and looked over the tops of the trees. Againgt the grey sky, a
black speck streaked away. | followed it with my eyesuntil it went above the clouds.

| listened, hoping to hear an exhaust roar, but my heart was pounding so hard, al | could hear wasthe
wind. Wasit aship?| stood, took afew stepsin the direction the speck was going, then stopped.
Turning my head, | saw that the rocks on Jerry's grave were dready capped with thin layers of fine snow.
| shrugged and headed for the cave. "Probably just abird.”



Zammis sat on its mattress, stabbing severd pieces of snakeskin with abone needle. | stretched out on
my own mattress and watched the smoke curl up toward the crack in the celling. Wasit abird? Or wasit
aship? Damn, but it worked on me. Escape from the planet had been out of my thoughts, had been
buried, hidden for dl that summer. But again, it twisted at me. To wak where asun shined, to wear cloth
again, experience centra heating, eat food prepared by a chef, to beamong . . . people again.

| rolled over on my right Side and stared at the wall next to my mattress. People. Human people. | closed
my eyes and swallowed. Girl human people. Female persons. Images drifted before my eyes— faces,
bodies, laughing couples, the dance after flight training . . . what was her name? Dolora? Dora?

| shook my head, rolled over and sat up, facing thefire. Why did | have to see whatever it was? All those
things | had been able to bury — to forget — boailing over. "Uncle?"

| looked up a Zammis. Ydlow skin, yellow eyes, noselesstoad face. | shook my head. "What?' "Is
something wrong?'
Is something wrong, hah. "No. | just thought | saw something today. It probably wasn't anything.” |

reached to the fire and took a piece of dried snake from the griddle. | blew on it, then gnawed on the
gringy strip. "What did it ook like?"

"l don't know. Theway it moved, | thought it might be aship. It went away so fast, | couldn't be sure.
Might have been abird." "Bird?"

| studied Zammis. It'd never seen abird; neither had | on Fyrine V. "An animal that flies.”

Zammis nodded. "Uncle, when we were gathering wood up in the scrub forest, | saw something fly."
"What?Why didn't you tell me?' "1 meant to, but | forgot"

"Forgot!" | frowned. "In which direction wasit going?'

Zammis pointed to the back of the cave. "That way. Away from the sea.” Zammis put down its sewing.
"Can we go see where it went?'

| shook my head. "Thewinter isjust beginning. Y ou don't know what it'slike. Wed diein only afew
days"

Zammiswent back to poking holesin the snake-skin. To make the trek in the winter would kill us. But
spring would be something e se. We could survive with double layered snakeskins stuffed with seed pod
down, and atent. We had to have atent. Zammisand | could spend the winter making it, and packs.
Boots. We'd need sturdy walking boots. Have to think on that. . .

It's strange how a spark of hope can ignite, and spread, until all desperation is consumed. Wasit aship?
| didn't know. If it was, wasit taking off, or landing? | didn't know. If it wastaking off, we'd be heading
in the wrong direction. But the opposite direction meant crossing the sea. Whatever. Come spring we
would head beyond the scrub forest and see what was there.



The winter seemed to pass quickly, with Zammis occupied with the tent and my time devoted to
rediscovering the art of boot making. | made tracings of both of our feet on snakeskin, and, after some
experimentation, 1- found that boiling the snake leather with plumfruit made it soft and gummy. By taking
severd of the gummy layers, weighting them, then setting them aside to dry, the result was atough,
flexible sole. By thetime | finished Zammiss boots, the Drac needed anew pair.

"They'retoo smdl, Uncle"
"Waddaya mean, too smal?"
Zammis pointed down. "They hurt. My toesare dl crippled up.”

| squatted down and felt the tops over the child'stoes. "I don't understand. It's only been twenty,
twenty-five days since | madethetracings. Y ou sure you didn't move when | made them?”

Zammis shook its head. "'l didn't move."

| frowned, then stood. " Stand up, Zammis." The Drac stood and | moved next to it. Thetop of Zammis's
head came to the middle of my chest, | Another sixty centimetersand it'd be astall as! Jarry. "Takethem
off, Zammis. I'll make abigger pair. Try not to grow so fast."

Zammis pitched the tent ingde the cave, put glowing codsinside, then rubbed fat into the leather for
waterproofing. It had grown taler, and | had held off making the Drac's boots until | could be sure of the
szeit would need. | tried to do a projection by measuring Zammiss feet every ten days, then extending
the curve into spring. According to my figures, the kid would have feet resembling apair of attack
trangports by the time the snow melted. By spring, Zammiswould be full grown. Jerry's old flight boots
had fallen apart before Zammis had been born, but | had saved the pieces. | used the solesto make my
tracings and hoped for the best.

| was busy with the new boots and Zammis was keeping an eye on the tent trestment. The Drac |ooked
back at me.

"Unde?'
"Wha?'
"Exigenceisthefirg given?'

| shrugged. "That'swhat Shizumaet says, I'll buy it." |



"But, Uncle, how do we know that existenceis| red?" j

| lowered my work, looked at Zammis, shook my ! head, then resumed stitching the boots. " Take my
word for it."

The Drac grimaced. "But, Uncle, that is not knowledge; that isfaith.”

| Sghed, thinking back to my sophomore year at the University of Nations—a bunch of adolescents
lounging around a chegp flat experimenting with booze, powders, and philosophy. At alittle more than
one Earth year old, Zammiswas developing into an intellectud bore. " So, what's wrong with faith?"

Zammis snickered. "Come now, Uncle. Faith?"

"It helps some of us dong this drizzle-soaked coil.”

"Cail?'

| scratched my head. "Thismortd coil; life. Shakespeare, | think."
Zammisfrowned. "Itisnot in the Talman."

"He, not it. Shakespeare was ahuman.”

Zammis stood, walked to the fire and sat across from me. "Was he a philosopher, like Mistan or
Shizumaet?'

"No. He wrote plays—like stories, acted out.”
Zammis rubbed its chin. "Do you remember any of Shakespeare?”’
| held up afinger. " 'To be, or not to be; that isthe question.™

The Drac's mouth dropped open; then it nodded its head. "Yes. Yes! To be or not to be; that is the
question!" Zammis held out its hands. "How do we know the wind blows outside the cave when we are
not there to seeit? Does the sea il bail if we are not thereto fed it?

| nodded. "Yes."
"But, Uncle, how do we know?"

| squinted at the Drac. "Zammis, | have aquestion for you. Isthe following statement true or false: What |
am saying right now isfase”

Zammisblinked. "If it isfalse, then the statement istrue. But... if it'strue. . . the tatement isfdse, but..."
Zammis blinked again, then turned and went back to rubbing fat into the tent "I'll think upon it, Uncle.”

"You do that, Zammis"
The Drac thought upon it for about ten minutes, then turned back. "The Satement isfalse.”

| smiled. "But that's what the statement said, henceit istrue, but..." | let the puzzletrail off. i Oh,
smugness, thou temptest even saints.

"No, Uncle. The statement is meaninglessin its present context.” | shrugged. "Y ou see, Uncle, the
satement assumes the existence of truth va ues that can comment upon themsalves devoid of any other
reference. | think Lurrvenaslogicin the Talman isclear on this, and if meaninglessnessisi equated with



fadsehood..."
| Sghed. "Y egh, well—"
"Y ou see, Uncle, you must firgt establish a context in which your statement has meaning.”

| leaned forward, frowned, and scratched my beard. "1 see. Y ou mean | was putting Descartes before
the horse”?’

Zammis looked a me strangely, and even more so when | collapsed on my mattress cackling like afool.

"Uncle, why doestheline of Jeribahave only five names?Y ou say that human lines have many names."

| nodded. "Thefive names of the Jeriba line are things to which their bearers must add deeds. The deeds
are important—not the names.”

"Gothig is Shigan's parent as Shigan ismy parent.”

"Of course. Y ou know that from your recitations.”

Zammisfrowned. "Then | must name my child Ty when | become a parent?’
"Yes. And Ty must nameits child Haesni. Do you see something wrong with that?*
"I would like to name my child Davidge, after you."

| smiled and shook my head. "The Ty name has been served by great bankers, merchants, inventors,
and—well, you know your recitation. The name Davidge hasn't been served by much. Think of what Ty
would missby not being Ty."

Zammisthought awhile, then nodded. "Uncle, do you think Gothig isdive?'
"Asfa asl| know."
"What is Gothig like?"

| thought back to Jerry talking about its parent, Gothig. "It taught music, and isvery strong. Jerry . . .
Shigan said that its parent could bend metd barswith itsfingers. Gothig isaso very dignified. | imagine
that right now Gothig isaso very sad. Gothig must think that the line of Jeriba has ended.”

Zammisfrowned and its yellow brow furrowed. "Uncle, we must makeit to Draco. We must tell Gothig
the line continues."

"Wewill."



The winter'sice began thinning, and boots, tent, and packs were ready. We were putting the finishing
touches on our new insulated suits. As Jerry had given the Talman to meto learn, the golden cube now
hung around Zammis's neck. The Drac would drop the tiny golden book from the cube and studly it for
hoursat atime.

"Unde?'

"What?"

"Why do Dracs spesk and write in one language and the humansin another?”

| laughed. "Zammis, the humans spesk and writein many languages. Englishisjust one of them.”
"How do the humans speak among themsdves?!

| shrugged. "They don't dways, when they do, they use interpreters—people who can speak both
languages”

"You and | speak both English and Drac; doesthat make usinterpreters?’

"l suppose we could be, if you could ever find a human and a Drac who want to talk to each other.
Remember, therésawar going on.”

"How will thewar stop if they do not talk?"
"I supposethey will talk, eventudly.”

Zammissmiled. "'l think | would like to be an interpreter and help end the war." The Drac put its sewing
asde and stretched out on its new mattress. Zammis had outgrown even its old mattress, which it now
used for apillow. "Uncle, do you think that we will find anybody beyond the scrub forest?"

"l hope so."

"If we do, will you go with meto Draco?'

"I promised your parent that | would.”

"I mean, after. After | make my recitation, what will you do?'

| stared &t thefire. "1 don't know." | shrugged. "The war might keep us from getting to Draco for along
time"

"After that, what?'

"I suppose I'll go back into the service,"

Zammis propped itself up on an ebow. "Go back to being afighter pilot?’
"Sure. That'sabout all | know how to do.”

"Andkill Dracs?'



| put my own sewing down and studied the Drac. Things had changed since Jerry and | had dugged it
out—more thingsthan | had realized. | shook my head. "No. | probably won't be a pilot—not a service
one. Maybe | canland ajob flying commercia ships.” | shrugged. "Maybe the service won't give me any
choice”

Zammis sat up, was gtill for amoment; then it stood, walked over to my mattress, and knelt before me on

the sand. "Uncle, | don't want to leave you."

"Dont beslly. Youll have your own kind around you. Y our grandparent, Gothig, Shigan'ssiblings, their
children—youll forget dl about me."

"Will you forget about me?!

| looked into those yellow eyes, then reached out my hand and touched Zammis's cheek. "No, | won't
forget about you. But, remember this, Zammis: you're a Drac and I'm ahuman, and that's how this part of
the universeisdivided.”

Zammistook my hand from his cheek, spread the fingers and studied them. "Whatever happens, Uncle, |
will never forget you."

Theicewas gone, and the Drac and | stood in the wind-blown drizzle, packs on our backs, before the
grave. Zammiswas astdl as| was, which madeit alittletaler than Jerry. To my rdief, the bootsfit.
Zammis hefted its pack up higher onits shoulders,

then turned from the grave and looked out at the sea. | followed Zammis's glance and watched therollers
steam in and smash on therocks. | looked at the Drac. "What are you thinking about?"

Zammis looked down, then turned toward me. "Uncle, | didn't think of it before, but... | will missthis
place”

| laughed. "Nonsense! Thisplace?" | dapped the Drac on the shoulder. "Why would you missthis
place?'

Zammislooked back out to sea. "I have learned many things here. Y ou have taught me many things here,
Uncle. My life happened here.”

"Only the beginning, Zammis. Y ou have alife ahead of you.” | nodded my heed at the grave. "Say
goodbye."

Zammisturned toward the grave, stood over it, then knelt to one side and began removing the rocks.
After afew moments, it had exposed the hand of a skeleton with three fingers. Zammis nodded, then
wept. "l am sorry. Uncle, but | had to do that. This has been nothing but a pile of rocksto me. Now it is
more." Zammis replaced the rocks, then stood.

| cocked my head toward the scrub forest. "Go on ahead. I'll catch up in aminute.”
"Yes Unde"



Zammis moved off toward the naked trees, and | looked down at the grave. "What do you think of
Zammis, Jarry? It's bigger than you were. | guess snake agrees with the kid.” | squatted next to the grave,
picked up asmall rock, and added it to the pile. "I guessthisisit. Were either going to makeit to Draco,
or dietrying." | stood and looked at the sea. "Y eah, | guess| learned afew things here. I'll missit, ina
way." | turned back to the grave and hefted my pack up. "Ehdevva sahn, Jeriba Shigan. Solong,
Jarry." | turned and followed Zammisinto the forest.

The daysthat followed were full of wonder for Zammis. For me the sky was il the same, dull grey, and
the few variations of plant and animal life mat we found were nothing remarkable. Once we got beyond
the scrub forest, we climbed a gentle rise for aday, and then found oursalves on awide, flat, endless
plain. It was ankle deep in a purple weed that stained our boots the same color. The nights were still too
cold for hiking, and we would hole up in the tent. Both the greased tent and suitsworked well, kegping
out the dmost congtant rain.

We had been out perhaps two of Fyrine IV'slong weeks when we saw it. It screamed overhead, then
disappeared over the horizon before either of us could say aword. | had no doubt that the craft | had
seen wasin landing attitude.

"Unde! Didit sseus?"

| shook my head. "No, | doubt it. But it was landing. Do you hear? It was landing somewhere ahead.”
"Unde?'

"Let'sget moving! What isit?'

"Wasit aDrac ship, or ahuman ship?'

| cooled in my tracks. | had never stopped to think about it. | waved my hand. "Come on. It doesn't
matter. Either way, you go to Draco. Y ou're anoncombatant, so the USE forces couldn't do anything,
and if they're Dracs, you're home free."

We began walking. "But, Uncle, if it'sa Drac ship, what will happen to you?'

| shrugged. "Prisoner of war. The Dracs say they abide by the interplanetary war accords, so | should be
dl right." Fat chance, said the back of my head to the front of my head. The big question was whether |
preferred being a Drac POW or apermanent resident of Fyrine IV. | had figured that out long ago.
"Comeon, let's pick up the pace. We don't know how long it will take to get there, or how long it will be
ontheground."

Pick 'em up; put 'em down. Except for afew bresks, we didn't ssop—even when night came. Our
exertion kept us warm. The horizon never seemed to grow nearer. The longer we dogged ahead the
duller my mind grew. It must have been days, my mind gone numb as my feet, when | fell through the
purple weed into ahole. Immediately, everything grew dark, and | felt apainin my right leg. | felt the
blackout coming, and | welcomed itswarmth, itsrest, its peace.



"Uncle? Uncle? Wake up! Please, wake up!"

| felt dapping againgt my face, dthough it felt somehow detached. Agony thundered into my brain,
bringing me wide awake. Damned if | didn't break my leg. | looked up and saw the weedy edges of the
hole. My rear end was seated in atrickle of water. Zammis squatted next to me.

"What happened?

Zammis motioned upward. "This hole was only covered by athin crust of dirt and plants. The water must
have taken the ground away. Areyou dl right?'

"My leg. | think | brokeit." | leaned my back against the muddy wall. "Zammis, you're going to haveto
go on by yoursdf."

"l can't leaveyou. Uncle!™
"L ook, if you find anyone, you can send them back for me."

"What if the water in here comes up?' Zammisfdt dong my leg until | winced. "I must carry you out of
here. What must | do for theleg?’

Thekid had a point. Drowning wasn't in my schedule. "We need something stiff. Bind the leg so it doesnt
move."

Zammis pulled off its pack, and knedling in the water and mud, went through its pack, then through the
tent roll. Using the tent poles, it wrapped my leg with snakeskins torn from the tent. Then, using more
snakeskins, Zammis made two loops, dipped one over each of my legs, then propped me up and dipped
the loops over its shoulders. It lifted, and | blacked out.

| was on the ground, covered with the remains of the tent, and Zammiswas shaking my arm. "Uncle?
Unde?'

"Yes?' | whispered.

"Uncle, I'mready to go." It pointed to my sde™ "Y our food is here, and when it rains, just pull the" tent
over your face. I'll mark thetrail | make so | can find my way back.”

| nodded. "Take care of yoursdlf."
Zammis shook itshead. "Uncle, | can carry you. We shouldn't separate.”

| weakly shook my head. "Give me abreak, kid. | couldn't makeit. Find somebody and bring 'em back."
| felt my stomach flip, and cold sweet drenched my snakeskins. "Go on; get going.”

Zammis reached out, grabbed its pack, and stood. The pack shouldered, Zammis turned and began
running in the direction that the craft had been going. | watched until | couldn't seeit. | faced up and
looked at the clouds. "Y ou dmost got me that time, you kizlode sonofabitch, but you didn't figure on the



Drac. . . you keep forgetting . .. theré'stwo of us..." | drifted in and out of consciousness, felt rain on my
face, then pulled up the tent and covered my head. In seconds, the blackout returned.

"Davidge? Lieutenant Davidge?'
| opened my eyes and saw something | hadn't seen for four Earth years: a human face. "Who are you?"

The face, young, long, and capped by short blond hair, smiled.. "I'm Captain Steerman, the medical
officer. How do you fed?'

| pondered the question and smiled. "Like I've been shot full of very high-gradejunk.”
"Y ou have. Y ou werein pretty bad shape by the time the survey team brought you in."
"Survey team?'

"l guessyou don't know. The United States of Earth and the Dracon Chamber have established ajoint
commission to supervise the coloni zation of new planets. Thewar isover.”

"Over?'

"Yes"

Something heavy lifted from my chest. "Where's Zammis?'

"Who?'

"JeribaZammis, the Drac thet | waswith."

The doctor shrugged. "I don't know anything about it, but | suppose the Draggers are taking care of it."

Draggers. I'd once used the term mysdlf. As| listened to it coming out of Steerman’s mouth, it seemed
foreign: dien, repulsive. "ZammisisaDrac, not aDragger.”

The doctor's brows furrowed, then he shrugged. "Of course. Whatever you say. Just you get somerest,
and I'll check back onyou in afew hours."

"May | seeZammis?'

The doctor smiled. "Dear, no. Y ou're on your way back to the Delphi USEB. The. . . Dracis probably
onitsway to Draco." He nodded, then turned and left. God, | felt lost. | |looked around and saw that |
wasintheward of aship'ssick bay. The beds on either side of me were occupied. The man on my right
shook his head and went back to reading amagazine. The one on my left looked angry.

"Y ou damned Dragger suck!" He turned on his|eft Sde and presented me his back.



Alien Earth. As| stepped down the ramp onto the USE field in Orleans, those were the first two words
that popped into my head. Alien Earth. | looked &t the crowds of USE Force personnel bustling around
like so many ants, inhded the smdll of industria man, then spat on the ramp.

"How you like, put in stockade time?"

| looked down and saw a white-capped Force Police private glaring up at me. | continued down the
ramp. "Get bent.”

"Quoi?" The FP marched over and met me at the end of the ramp.

"Get bent." | pulled my discharge papers from my breast pocket and waved them. " Gavey shorttimer,
kizlode?"

The FP took my papers, frowned at them, then pointed a along, low building at the edge of the field.
"Continuez tout droit."

| smiled, turned and headed acrossthefield, thinking of Zammis asking about how humanstalk together.
And where was Zammis? | shook my head, then entered the building. Most of the people inside the low
building were crowding the in-processing or transportation-exchange aides. | saw two bored officials
behind two long tables and figured that they werethe local customs clerks. A multilingua sign above their
gations confirmed the hunch. | stopped in front of one of them. She glanced up a me, then held out her
hand. "Votre passeport?"

| pulled out the blue and white booklet, handed it over, then stood holding my handsas | waited. | could
fed the muscles at the back of my neck knot as | observed an old anti-Drac propaganda poster on the
wall behind her. It showed two yelow, clawed hands holding aminiature Earth before afanged mouth.
Fangs and claws. The caption read: "They would cal thisvictory” in seven languages.

" Avez-vous quel que chose a declarer?”

| frowned &t her. Ess?'

She frowned back. " Avez-vous quelque chose a declarer?"

| felt atap on my back. "Do you spesk English?!

| turned and saw the other customs clerk. My upper lip curled. " Surda; ne surda. Adze Dracon?"

His eyebrows went up as he mouthed the word "Drac." He turned to the other clerk, took my passport
from her, then looked back at me. He tapped the booklet againgt his fingertips, then opened it, read the
ident page, and looked back a me. "Come with me, Mister Davidge. We must have atak." He turned
and headed into asmall office. | shrugged and followed. When | entered, he pointed toward a chair. As|
lowered mysdf into it, he sat down behind adesk. "Why do you pretend not to speak English?”

"Why do you have that poster on thewall? Thewar isover."

The customs clerk clasped his hands, rested them on the desk, then shook his head. "Thefighting is over,
Mister Davidge, but for many the war isnot. The Draggers killed many humans.”



| cocked my head to one side. "A few Dracsdied, too.” | stood up. "May | go now?"

The customs clerk leaned back in his chair. " That chip on your shoulder you will find to be aconsiderable
weight to bear on this planet.”

"I'm the one who hasto carry it."

The customs clerk shrugged, then nodded toward the door. ™Y ou may go. And good luck, Mister
Davidge. Youll needit.”

"Dragger suck." Asan invective the term had dl of theimpact of severd historica terms— Quiding,
heretic, fag, nigger-lover, dl rolled into one. Ex-Force pilots were adrag on the employment market,
with no commercid positions open, especialy not to a pilot who hadn't flown in four years, who had a
gimpy leg, and who was a Dragger suck. Trangportation to North America, and after aperiod of lonely
wandering, to Dallas. Migtan's eight-hundred-year-old words from the Talman would haunt me:
Misnuuram va siddeth; Y our thought islondiness. Lonelinessisathing one doesto onesdlf. Jerry
shook his head that one time, then pointed a yellow finger at me as the words it wanted to say
came together. "Davidge ... to me loneliness is a discomfort—unpleasant, and a thing to be
avoided, but not a thing to be feared. | think you would prefer death to being alone with
yourself."

Mistan observed: "If you are done with yourself, you will forever be donewith others.” A contradiction?
Thetest of redity provesit true. | was out of place on my own planet, and it was more than a hate that |
didn't share or alovethat, to others, seemed impossible—perverse. Deep insde of mysdlf, | had no use
for the creature cafled "Davidge." Before Fyrine 1V there had been other reasons— reasonsthat | could
not identify; but now, my reason was known. My fault or not, | had betrayed an ugly, yellow thing called
Zammis, aswell asthe creature's parent. " Present Zammis befor e the Jeriba archives. Swear thisto

Oh, Jerry . ..
Swear this!

| swear it. ..

| had forty-elght thousand creditsin back pay, and so money wasn't a problem. The problem was what
to do with mysdf. Findly, in Ddlas, | landed ajob inasmall book house trand ating manuscriptsinto
Drac. It seemed that there was a craving among Dracs for Westerns. " Stick ‘em up naagusaafi”



"Nu geph, lawvman.” Thang, thang! The gunsflashed and another kizlode shaddsaat hit the dust.

| quit.

| findlly caled my parents. Why didn't you call before, Willy? We've been worried sick . . . Had a few
things | had to straighten out, Dad . . . No, not really .. . Well, we understand, son . . . It must
have been awful. . . Dad, I'd like to come home for a while. . .

Even before | put down the money on the used Dearman Electric, | knew | was making amistake going
home. | felt the need of ahome, but the one | had |eft at the age of eighteen wasn't it. But | headed there
because there was nowhere e se to go.

| drove donein the dark, using only the old roads, the quiet hum of the Dearman's motor the only sound.
The December midnight was clear, and | could see the stars through the car's bubble canopy. Fyrine IV
drifted into my thoughts, the raging ocean, the endlesswinds. | pulled off the road onto the shoulder and
killed thelights. In afew minutes, my eyes adjusted to the dark and | stepped outside and shut the door.
Kansas has abig sky, and the stars seemed close enough to touch. Snow crunched under my feet as|
looked up, trying to pick Fyrine out of the thousands of visble gars.

Fyrineisin the congtellation Pegasus, but my eyes were not practiced enough to pick the winged horse
out from the surrounding stars. | shrugged, felt achill, and decided to get back in thecar. As| put my
hand on the doorlatch, | saw acongtdlation that | did recognize, north, hanging just above the horizon:
Draco. The Dragon, itstail twisted around UrsaMinor, hung upside down in the sky. Eltanin, the
Dragon's nosg, isthe homestar of the Dracs. Its second planet, Draco, was Zammiss home.

Headlights from an approaching car blinded me, and | turned toward the car asit pulled to astop. The
window on the driver's sde opened and someone spoke from the darkness.

"Y ou need some help?'

| shook my head. "No, thank you." | held up ahand. "I wasjust looking at the stars.”
"Quiteanight, it it?'

"Sureis”

"Sure you don't need any hep?'

| shook my head. "Thanks. . . wait. Where is the nearest commercia spaceport?’
"About an hour ahead in Sdina."

"Thanks." | saw ahand wave from the window, then the other car pulled away. | took another look at
Eltanin, then got back in my car.



Nineweekslater | stood before the little gray man who ran Lone Star Publishing, Inc. He looked up at
me and frowned. " So, what do you want? 1 thought you quit."

| threw athousand-page manuscript on hisdesk. "This."
He poked it with afinger. "What isit?'

"The Drac bible; it's called the Talman.”

"Sowhat?'

"Soit'sthe only book trandated from Drac into English; so it's the explanation for how every Drac
conductsitself; soit'll make you abundle of credits.”

He leaned forward, scanned several pages, then looked up at me. ™Y ou know, Davidge, | don't like you
worth adamn.”

| shrugged. "I don't like you ether."

He returned to the manuscript. "Why now?"

"Now iswhen | need money."

He shrugged. "The best | can offer would be around eight or ten thousand. Thisis untried stuff.”
"I need twenty-four thousand. Y ou want to go for lessthan that, I'll take it to someonedse.”
He looked at me and frowned. "What makes you think anyone else would be interested?"

"Let'squit playing around. Therearealot of survivors of the war—hboth military and civilian— who
would like to understand what happened.” | leaned forward and tapped the manuscript. "That'swhat'sin
there”

"Twenty-four thousand islot for afirst manuscript.”

| gathered up the pages. "I'll find someone who has some cointo invest in asurething.”

He placed his hand on the manuscript. "Hold on, Davidge." He frowned. " Twenty-four thousand?*
"Not aquarter-note less."

He pursed hislips, then glanced a me. "I suppose you'll be Hell on whedlsregarding find approval.”
| shook my head. "All | want isthe money. Y ou can do whatever you want with the manuscript.”

He leaned back in his chair, looked at the manuscript, then back at me. "The money. What're you going
to do with it?"

"None of your business."



He leaned forward, then leafed through afew more pages. His eyebrows notched up, then he looked
back at me. "Y ou aren't picky about the contract?*

"Aslong as| get the money, you can turn that into Mein Kampf you want to."
Helesafed through afew more pages. "Thisis some pretty radical Stuff.”

"It sureis. And you can find the same stuff in Plato, Arigtotle, Augustine, James, Freud, Szasz, Nortmyer,
and the Declaration of Independence.”

Heleaned back in his chair. "What does this mean to you?"
"Twenty-four thousand credits.”

He leafed through afew more pages, then afew more. In twelve hours | had purchased passageto
Draco.

Six monthslater, | sood in front of an ancient cut-stone gate wondering what in the hell | was doing. The
trip to Draco, with nothing but Dracs as companions on the last leg, showed me the truth in Namvaac's
words "Peaceis often only war without fighting." The accords, on paper, gave metheright to travel to
the planet, but the Drac bureaucrats and their paperwork wizards had perfected the big stal long before
the first human step into space. It took threets, bribes, and long days of filling out forms, being checked
and rechecked for disease, contraband, reason for visit, filling out more forms, refilling out the forms|
hed aready filled out, more bribes, waiting, waiting, waiting . . .

On the ship, | spent most of my timein my cabin, but since the Drac stewards refused to serveme, |
went to the ship's lounge for my medls. | sat done, listening to the comments about me from other
booths. | had figured the path of least resistance was to pretend | didn't understand what they were
saying. It isaways assumed that humans do not spesk Drec.

"Must we egt in the same compartment with the Irkmaan dime?'

"L ook &t it, how its pale skin blotches—and that evil-smelling thatch on top. Feh! Thesmdl!™ | ground
my teeth alittle and kept my glance riveted to my plate. "It defiesthe Talman that the universe'slaws
could be so corrupt asto produce a creature such asthat.”

| turned and faced the three Dracs Sitting in the booth acrossthe aide from mine. In Drac, | replied: "If
your ling's eders had seen fit to teach the village kiz to use contraceptives, you wouldn't even exist." |
returned to my food while the two Dracs struggled to hold the third Drac down.



On Draco, it was no problem finding the Jeriba estate. The problem was getting in. A high sonewall
enclosed the property, and from the gate, | could see the huge stone mansion that Jerry had described to
me. | told the guard at the gate that | wanted to see Jeriba Zammis. The guard stared a me, then went
into an alcove behind the gate. In afew moments, another Drac emerged from the mansion and walked
quickly across the wide lawn to the gate. The Drac nodded at the guard, then stopped and faced me. It
was adead ringer for Jerry.

"You arethe Irkmaan that asked to see Jeriba
Zammis?'
| nodded. "Zammis must have told you about me. I'm Willis Davidge.”

The Drac studied me. "1 am Estone Nev, Jeriba Shigan's sibling. My parent, Jeriba Gothig, wishesto see
you." The Drac turned abruptly and walked back to the mansion. | followed, fegling heady at the thought
of seeing Zammisagain. | paid little attention to my surroundings until | was ushered into alarge room
with avaulted stone celling. Jerry had told me that the house was four thousand yearsold. | believediit.
Asl| entered, another Drac stood and walked over to me. It was old, but | knew who it was.

"Y ou are Gothig, Shigan's parent/’

The yellow eyes sudied me. "Who are you, Irkmaan?" It held out awrinkled, three-fingered hand.
"What do you know of JeribaZammis, and why do you speak the Drac tongue with the style and accent
of my child Shigan? What are you herefor?'

"I gpeak Drac in this manner because that is the way Jeriba Shigan taught me to speak it.”
The old Drac cocked its head to one side and narrowed its yellow eyes. Y ou knew my child? How?"
"Didn't the survey commisson tell you?"

"It was reported to me that my child, Shigan, waskilled in the battle of Fyrine V. That was over six of
our years ago. What isyour game, Irkmaan?"

| turned from Gothig to Nev. The younger Drac was examining me with the same look of suspicion. |
turned back to Gothig. " Shigan wasn't killed in the battle. We were stranded together on the surface of
Fyrine IV and lived therefor ayear. Shigan died giving birth to JeribaZammis. A yeer later the joint
survey commission found usand—"

"Enough! Enough of this, Irkmaan! Areyou herefor money, to use my influence for trade
concessons—what?"

| frowned. "Whereis Zammis?'
Tears of anger cameto the old Drac's eyes.
"Thereisno Zammis, Irkmaan! The Jeribaline ended with the degth of Shigan!™

My eyesgrew wide as| shook my head. "That's not true. | know. | took care of Zammis—you heard
nothing from the commission?'

"Get to the point of your scheme, Irkmaan. | haven't dl day.”

| studied Gothig. The old Drac had heard nothing from the commission. The Drac authorities took
Zammis, and the child had evaporated. Gothig had been told nothing. Why? "'l waswith Shigan, Gothig.



That ishow | learned your language. When Shigan died giving birth to Zammis,
|_II

"Irkmaan, if you cannot get to your scheme, | will have to ask Nev to throw you out. Shigan died in the
battle of Fyrine V. The Drac Heet notified us only days|ater.”

| nodded. "Then, Gothig, tell me how | came to know theline of Jeriba? Do you wish meto reciteit for
you?”

Gothig snorted. "Y ou say you know the Jeribaline?' "Yes."

Gothig flipped ahand a me. "Then, recite.” | took abreath, then began. By thetime | had reached the
hundred and seventy-third generation, Gothig had knelt on the stone floor next to Nev. The Dracs
remained that way for three hours of the recital. When | concluded, Gothig bowed its head and wegpt.
"Yes, Irkmaan, yes. Y ou must have known Shigan. Yes." The old Drac looked up into my face, itseyes
widewith hope. "And, you say Shigan continued the line—that Zammiswas born?"

| nodded. "I don't know why the commission didn't notify you.”

Gothig got to itsfeet and frowned. "Wewill find out, Irkmaan—whét isyour name?”
"Davidge WillisDavidge."

"Wewill find out, Davidge" .

Gothig arranged quartersfor mein its house, which was fortunate, since | had little more than eleven
hundred credits | eft. After making ahogt of inquiries, Gothig sent Nev and me to the Chamber Center in
Sendievu, Draco's capitd city. The Jeribaline, | found, wasinfluentid, and the big stall was held down to
aminimum. Eventualy, we were directed to the Joint Survey Commission representative, a Drac named
Jozzdn Vrule. It looked up from the letter Gothig had given me and frowned. "Where did you get this,
Irkmaan?"

"| believethesgnatureisonit.”

The Drac looked at the paper, then back at me. "The Jeribalineis one of the most respected on Draco.
Y ou say that Jeriba Gothig gave you this?!

"| felt certain | said that; | could fed my lips moving—"

Nev stepped in. "Y ou have the dates and the information concerning the Fyrine IV survey mission. We
want to know what happened to Jeriba Zammis."

Jozzdn Vrule frowned and looked back at the paper. "Estone Nev, you are the founder of your line, is
thisnot true?'

"ltistrue



"Would you found your linein shame? Why do | see you with this Irkmaan?"
Nev curled its upper lip and folded itsarms.

"Jozzdn Vrulg, if you contemplate walking this planet in the foreseegble future as afree being, it would be
to your profit to stop working your mouth and to start finding Jeriba Zammis.”

Jozzdn Vrule looked down and studied itsfingers, then returned its glance to Nev. "Very well, Estone
Nev. You thresten meif | fall to hand you thetruth. I think you will find the truth the greeter threet." The
Drac scribbled on apiece of paper, then handed it to Nev. "Y ou will find Jeriba Zammis at this address,
and you will cursethe day thet | gaveyou this.”

We entered the retard colony feeling sick. All around us, Dracs stared with vacant eyes, or screamed, or
foamed at the mouth, or behaved as lower-order creatures. After we had arrived, Gothig joined us. The
Drac director of the colony frowned at me and shook its head a Gothig. "Turn back now, whileit is ill
possible, Jeriba Gothig. Beyond this room lies nothing but pain and sorrow.”

Gothig grabbed the director by the front of itswraps. "Hear me, insect: If Jeriba Zammisiswithin these
walls, bring my grandchild forth! Else, | shdl bring the might of the Jeribaline down upon your pointed
heed!"

Thedirector lifted its head, twitched itslips, then nodded. "Very well. Very well, you pompous
Kazzmidth! Wetried to protect the Jeriba reputation. Wetried! But now you shal see” The director
nodded and pursed itslips. "Y es, you overwedthy fashion follower, now you shal see." The director
scribbled on apiece of paper, then but takeit! Yes, takeit! Seethisbeing you cal JeribaZammis. Seeit,
and weep!"”

Among trees and grass, Jeriba Zammis sat upon a stone bench, staring at the ground. 1ts eyes never
blinked, its hands never moved. Gothig frowned at me, but | could spare nothing for Shigan's parent. |
walked to Zammis. "Zammis, do you know me?"

The Drac retrieved its thoughts from amillion warrens and raised its yellow eyesto me. | saw no sign of
recognition. "Who are you?'

| squatted down, placed my hands on its arms and shook them. "Dammit, Zammis, don't you know me?
I'm your uncle. Remember that? Uncle Davidge?'

The Drac weaved on the bench, then shook its head. It lifted an arm and waved to an orderly. "'l want to
go to my room. Please, let me go to my room.”



| sood and grabbed Zammis by the front of its hospita gown. "Zammis, it'sme!”

Theyelow eyes, dull and lifeess, stared back a me. The orderly placed ayellow hand upon my
shoulder. "Let it go, Irkmaan."

"Zammid" | turned to Nev and Gothig. " Say something!”

The Drac orderly pulled asap from its pocket, then dapped it suggestively againgt the palm of its hand.
"Letitgo, Irkmaan.”

Gothig stepped forward. "Explainthigl”

The orderly looked at Gothig, Nev, me, and then Zammis. "This one—this creature—cameto us
professing alove, alove, mind you, of humang Thisisno smdl perversion, Jeriba Gothig. The
government would protect you from this scandal. Would you wish the line of Jeribadragged into this?

| looked & Zammis. "What have you done to Zammis, you kizlode sonofabitch? A little shock? A little
drug? Rot out its mind?’

The orderly sneered at me, then shook hishead. "Y ou, Irkmaan, do not understand. This one would not
be happy as an Irkmaan vul—ahuman lover. We are making it possible for this oneto function in Drac
society. You think thisiswrong?'

| looked at Zammis and shook my head. | remembered too well my treatment at the hands of my fellow
humans. "No. | don't think it'swrong ... | just don't know."

The orderly turned to Gothig. "Please understand, Jeriba Gothig. We could not subject the Jeribalineto
thisdisgrace. Y our grandchild isamost well and will soon enter areeducation program. In no more than
two years, you will have agrandchild worthy of carrying on the Jeribaline. Isthiswrong?'

Gothig only shook its head. | squatted down in front of Zammisand looked up into itsyellow eyes. |
reached up and took itsright hand in both of mine. "Zammis?"

Zammislooked down, moved itsleft hand over, and picked up my left hand and spread the fingers. One
at atime Zammis pointed at the fingers of my hand, then it looked into my eyes, then examined the hand
again."Yes..." Zammis pointed again. "One, two, threg, four, five!" Zammislooked into my eyes.
"Four, fivel"

| nodded. "Yes. Yes"

Zammis pulled my hand to its cheek and held it close. "Uncle. . . Uncle. | told you I'd never forget you."

| never counted the years that passed. Mistaan had words for those who count time as though their
recognition of its passing marked their place in the Universe. Mornings, the westher as clear as weather
getson Fyrine IV, | would vidgit my friend's grave. Next to it, Estone Nev, Zammis, Ty and | buried
Gothig. Shigan's parent had taken the healing Zammis, liquidated the Jeriba line's etate, then moved the
whole shebang to Fyrine IV. When told the story, it was Ty who named the planet "Friendship.”



One blustery day | knelt between the graves, replaced some rocks, then added afew more. | pulled my
snakeskinstight against the wind, then sat down and looked out to sea. Still the rollers steamed in under
the grey-black cover of clouds. Soon theice would come. | looked at my scarred, wrinkled hands, then
at the grave.

"I couldn't stay in the colony with them, Jerry. Don't get me wrong; it's nice. Damned nice. But | kept
looking out my window, seeing the ocean, thinking of the cave. I'm alone, in away. But it'sgood. | know
what and who | am, Jerry, and that's dl thereistoiit, right?’

| heard anoise. | crouched over, placed my hands upon my withered knees, and pushed mysdlf to my
feet. The Drac was coming from the colony compound, achild initsarms.

| rubbed my beard. "Eh, Ty, so that isyour first child?"

The Drac nodded. "I would be pleased, Uncle, if you would teach it what it must be taught: the line, the
Talman; and about the life on Friendship.”

| took the bundle into my arms. Chubby three-fingered arms waved at the air, then grasped my
snakeskins. "Yes, Ty, thisoneisaJeriba" | looked up a Ty. "And how isyour parent, Zanmis?'

Ty shrugged. "It isaswell as can be expected. My parent wishes you well."

| nodded. "And the sameto it, Ty. Zammis ought to get out of that air-conditioned capsule and come
back to livein the cave. It doit good."

Ty grinned and nodded its head. "I will tell my parent, Uncle."

| stabbed my thumb into my chest. "L ook at me! Y ou don't see me sick, do you?"
"No, Uncle"

"Youtel Zammisto kick that doctor out of there and to come back to the cave, hear?"
"Yes Uncle”" Ty smiled. "Isthere anything you need?'

| nodded and scratched the back of my neck. "Toilet paper. Just a couple of packs. Maybe a couple of
bottles of whiskey—no, forget the whiskey. I'll wait until Haesni, here, putsinitsfirst year. Just thetoilet

paper.
Ty bowed. "Y es, Uncle, and may the many morningsfind you well."

| waved my hand impatiently. “They will, they will. Just don't forget the toilet paper.”
Ty bowed again. "1 won't, Uncle."

Ty turned and walked through the scrub forest back to the colony. | lived with them for ayear, but |
moved out and went back to the cave. | gathered the wood, smoked the snake, and withstood the
winter. Zammis gave methe young Ty to rear in the cave and now Ty had handed me Haesni. | nodded
at the child. ™Y our child will be called Gothig, and then..." | looked at the sky and felt the tears drying on
my face."... and then, Gothig's child will be caled Shigan.” | nodded and headed for the cleft that would
bring usdown to the level of the cave.



