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DANCE OF THE YELLOW-BREASTED LUDDITES
WILLIAM SHUNN

Hannah Specter crouched in the blind with aflutter in her somach, waiting for Deacon'ssigndl. It was
awayslikethisfor her, introducing anew speciesinto the preserve. Watching strange bresth and blood
and behavior mesh with the chaotic dance of lifein this harsh land filled her with ajoy shed never known
before coming to Sutter's Mill—ajoy dmost great enough to drown the ache that was the rest of her life.

But anxiety tempered thejoy. Asusud, the decision of what speciesto send next had been reached with
no semblance of common sense. Hannah was not the most experienced Rescue Star operative, but even
she knew that randomly jumbling species from disparate ecosystems was arecipe for disaster. Case
Sudies on that
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subject dated clear back to Earth, and there the natives had only had access to species from their own
planet.

But moreimmediately worrisome was the sketchy data on the hrkleshira themselves. Deacon, the new
xenobiologist, had recorded his observations during trangit, but little other source materid existed.
Equally deficient wasthe literature on the hrkleshira's origina habitat. Dry geologica briefs summarized
data gleaned from space, while the accompanying survey maps offered nothing but blurry images of
shale-covered hills and scrag-gly forests. Though the lack of datawas frustrating, it wasn't unexpected;
the hrkleshira came from aworld deep in Exclamer space.

Choking down adry cough, Hannah raised her peepers and peered out at the distant spot where Deacon
would release the hrkleshira. Their blind was constructed of limbs broken from indigenous shrubs, and
the creosote stink of their sap clogged her lungs with ataste like crumbled asphalt.

Beneath her faux-cotton shirt, arunnd of sweet tickled her spine. Scalp prickling, sheretracted her hair
to one millimeter, its shortest length. The hair net, seamlesdly integrated with her scalp, was one of the
many frivolitiesthat had landed her on Sutler's Mill, working off her debtsin service of Rescue Star. Her
accelerated training in xenoecology was not entirely adequate to the tasks at hand, but at least it was
chegp, and it might even be useful when her term was up and she could return hometo Netherheim. To
Fatima

Stubbly hair made the dust-clotted heat only somewhat more bearable. She imagined the hrkleshira
broiling intheir enclosures. "I hope they can take thisclimate,” she said. "It's not exactly astemperate
here as Cretacea.”

"Cretacea is scarcely temperate,” said the spindly Exclaimer beside her, itsvoice gartlingly loud.
Hannah sighed. "It's called hyperbole, Jack," she said. She hadn't bothered to learn the dien's actua



name. To her it was so many unpronounceable consonants.

Thedien snorted, but Hannah didn't know what that meant.
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"The hrkleshirawill do better in this climate than either you or I, with suitable supervision.”

Hannah winced at the loudness. The ykslamera—or Exclaimers, as humans cdled them—camefrom a
world with athin, tenuous atmosphere, and had evolved capacious lungs and powerful voices. Those
assigned to postsin human space were bio-engineered to cope with the greater atmospheric pressure,
but their voices usudly remained unchanged.

"Can't you keep it down?' Hannah said, lowering the peepers. "They can probably hear you clear out
there"

The Exclaimer snorted again. Its gray skin reminded Hannah of a mushroom, and its face was wide and
lumpy like afrog's. When standing, it towered over her by half ameter; sitting, the dien'sstalklike legs
caused itskneesto stick higher than its head. It breathed in gasps and seemed uncomfortable in the hest,
and ascent like dry mildew rose fromitsskin. " The hrkleshira are gifted with excellent vision," it
sad, "but they hear well only in a narrow range.”

"Perfect,” muttered Hannah. "They'll be able to see me strangling you, but they won't hear you scream.”
"Excuse me?"

"Oh, wipeit." Hannah raised her peepers. A recent treaty revision meant that Exclaimer observerswould
now accompany every endangered species resettled from their worlds, and one of Hannah's jobswasto
pump thisonefor al theintelligence possible. But the damn thing didn't volunteer much, and their few
exchanges | eft her fedling like sheld given away more than she gleaned. She wastoo keyed up to play the
spy game now, even for the sake of the hrkleshira.

Sheflexed her throat mike. "How're things at ground zero?'

"The hrkleshira downsettle, most," said Deacon. His voice was agentle bass rumble, and she envied his
easy mastery of the aien phonemes even as she struggled to parse hisdidect. "The outride distress eases,
it seems”
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"Wait," said Hannah, "they're settling down?" "That corrects.”

"And...ther disressfrom theride out iseasing off." "As| said." Deacon sounded impatient.

"Sorry," she said peevishly. Deacon came from Friarhesse, ardigious colony whose founder had
congtructed an artificia dialect meant to help its speakers achieve amental state more in harmony with
the thoughts of God. For Hannah, dl it achieved was a headache. "I just want to be sure | understand
what you're saying." "1 unknow why it problems” "Uh. . . right," said Hannah.

"Anywise, thetime soon readies. Spy my position?' Hannah sighed and scanned the horizon. A
landscape of rocky ground and scrub brush legpt into focus as she switched diopters. She panned across
low hills and dry washes, but the only sign of human encroachment was a drone ore prospector, huge
and red and bulbous, about three klicks away. She smiled &t the sight of aclutch of zori deer grazing



happily on saw grassin the middle distance, then continued her sweep.

When she was sure she'd looked past Deacon's position several times, she relented and switched to
autospot. Immediately the scenein the viewfinder jumped to a copse of gnarled old trees, beyond which
glinted the perspex windscreen of Deacon's groundrover. Deacon himsdlf crouched in the saw grass at
the base of the trees, hisred beard brown in the shade. Beside him sat the wheeled dovecote with two
dozen hrklesnhira ingde.

"l have you, Deacon," Hannah said. "Got an estimate on time?" "'Five minutes, moreless—sofar as
concernsthe hrkleshira." "What do you mean?"

"The hrkleshira cdm in sufficiency." Deacon hesitated. "But | fear the environment un welcomes, her

"The banshee here says the climate's fine. And you've got the feed and water troughs set up, right?”
"Unmeant.”
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"What did you mean, then?'

"Y ou spied the machineworks, akilometer thence?!

"The prospector?’

"Must be"

"What about it?'

"It can repogtion?’

Hannah shook her head. "I'm afraid not. Why?'

"An observation from shiptime. Certain machineworks out-stressthe hrkleshira. They insanify nearwise.”
Hannah shook her head. "What are you saying? That machines make them crazy?*
"That corrects. Some machineworks, anywise."

"Well, the prospectors are out of our jurisdiction. We couldn't move them if wetried.”
"Try you have?'

Hannah took a calming breath. With Jongnic Bontemps's recent reassignment, she was the acting senior
operative on Sut-ter's Mill. Deacon might have more experience overall—and he was definitey in
competition for her job—but she knew this outpost. "The prospectors are property of the Natural
Resources Ministry, and we have no control over where they go. They're not dangerous. Every other
species doesfine around them. The hr— hrkleshira will haveto do the same.”

"Y es, but repositioning has attempted? Y ou have asked?

Hannah ran ahand over her swesaty scalp, sighing. "We're here at NaRM's sufferance, Deacon. One of
our directivesis not to be a nuisance and jeopardize our operation.”

"Pardon begged, but it legas every habitable planet to home awildlife preserve. How can NaRM
jeopardy us?’



"Goddammit," Hannah said, so angrily that even the Exclaimer turned its head, "the preserve doesn't have
to be here. If we piss off the wrong people, they might pack us up and move usto one of theice caps.
We have to worry about thewelfare of all the animals, not just the flavor of the month.”
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"Blagphemy unnecessaries.” Deacon sounded more rankled than chastised. "1 merewise—"
Hannah rolled her eyes. "Miles, have you been ligtening to this?"

"Of course, Hannah," said Miles,, from the base, his voice eager and amused and eerily childlike.
"Will you assess for Deacon the chances of getting an ore prospector moved off the preserve?’

"Surething." Hannah could picture the little big-brain steepling hisfingersin thought. " See, Deacon o'
buddy, Sutter's Mill isaveritable treasure-trove of heavy metals, from gold on up, but the or€'s scattered
intracesdl over the surface. NaRM spends a shitload here on satdllite surveys and Al cycles, calculating
the most cogt-effective routes for these roving ore prospectors. The prospectors themsalves have limited
intelligence—they're able to stray abit if they encounter obstacles or surprisingly rich ore deposits, but
for the most part these survey paths are programmed as much as ayear in advance, and they're crucial to
the Ministry's projections for metal production. Any change costs mucho dinero and makes NaRM a
digtinctly unhappy little brat, so we leave his messes done, no matter how bad they stink.” He emitted a
spine-tingling chuckle. "And when you're in the crapper long enough, it stops smelling so bad.”

"Thanks, Miles. Hear that, Deacon?"
"Heard." The mdlow voice smoldered underneath.

"I've been here dmogt two years,” Hannah said. "I know the territory like you don't.” The Exclaimer
regarded her with itswide, unblinking eyes, and she fought the urge to snap at it too. Her hands shook.
As poor ajob as she did at avoiding them, she hated confrontations. "Are the, uh, the damn birds ready
to release?’

"The hrkleshiraare not birds," said the Exclaimer. Hannah waved it to slence.

For amoment, she thought Deacon was not going to respond. "Cooing audibles," he answered at last.
"The hrkleshira wellseem.
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Respiration and pulse are low and even crossboard, say the monitors.”
"That'sgood, right?"

"Pardon?'

"I'mjoking," said Hannah, raising the peepers again. Sheraised her ebowsto unstick her shirt from her
underarms. "So let'sdoiit.”

As she watched, Deacon touched acontrol in hishand. A crack appeared down the center of the
dovecote, and apair of two-paneled doors folded back from the matrix of pigeonholeswithin. One, two,
four, then more than adozen pebbled red heads peeked out into the sunlight, blinking oversized blue

eyes.



Hannah held her breath. The hrkleshira had been hunted nearly to extinction by the Exclaimers, who,
rumor claimed, prized the small creatures for the euphoric properties of a secretion from their brains.
Whether or not that were true, asmall population had been rescued, and this, after ajourney of many
light-years, wastheir first exposure to their new home.

The boldest of the hrkleshira dretched itsbody toitsfull length of twenty centimeters. It unfurled
ddicate leathery wings, flapping them for balance, and flexed its neck to reved the supple yelow skin of
its breast and underbelly. The little creature danced back and forth onitswiry hind legs, then bounded
intotheair.

It fell severd centimeters before its wings caught the breeze. It flew arapid |oop before the dovecote,
and the other hrkleshira darted out to joinit. A toroid cloud of small red-and-yellow bodies
formed—curioudy chaotic, but conveying a definite sense of pattern and intent.

Sheredized she was holding her breath. "That's beautiful," she said softly. "It'slike an dectron cloud.”

"They are certainly.,, challenging creatures,”" said the Exclaimer, and thistime Hannah scarcely
noticed the loudness of itsvoice.

Asthecloud of hrkieshira drifted higher, atendril broke off
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and dipped toward the water trough. A handful of the creatures skimmed the water, making strange
motions with their mouths. Hannah tightened the focus of her peepers, but she saw only one hrkleshira
taste the water asthey streaked padt.

"Arethey making any sounds?' she asked.
"Squesking evidences," Deacon said. "But it whemsthe norm in volume and frequency.”
"Canyou putiton?'

Deacon patched two externd mikesinto his audio feed while Hannah watched the breakoffs rgjoin the
main group. By the time any sound came through, the entire flock was whedling higher into the sky.
Hannah heard afew moments of rodentlike chattering before the creatures had flown so high and far that
the mikes could no longer pick up their cdls.

"Unforget to write," said Deacon, with atrace of bitterness.

"I've got them, don't worry." Hannah had switched her peepersto tracking mode; if she kept them
pointed in the right genera direction, the visuals would stay locked on the tracers implanted benesth the
creatures wings. A broad grin spread across her face as she watched the hrkleshira rise higher and
higher, describing an ever-widening spira through thewarm air. "Mommy'swatching.”

The hrkleshira flew intricate and dmaost hypnotic patternsfor severa minutes. About two and a haf
kilometers from Hannah's position, however, the flock suddenly fanned out into abroad V and flew
north, as unswerving as an aircraft following aguidance beam.

"The prospector,” said Deacon. "They pinpoint and arrow."
"What? Are you sure?' Hannah asked.



"Aswarned," Deacon said with exaggerated patience. "The hrkleshira unlike certain machineworks."

Hannah glanced at the Exclaimer, but it only stared back with its huge froggy eyes. Raising the peepers
again, she focused forward to the prospector, unwilling yet to admit that thisredly wasthe hrkleshira's
god. The prospector towered six meters above the
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desert floor, its red dome capping an undercarriage of trundling tank treads, robotic arms, and sensors of
every typeimaginable. Though the treads remained motionless, severa of the arms were extended, taking
samplesfrom the ground.

As Hannah watched, the hrkleshira dive-bombed into view in singlefile. Sensor extensons on the
prospector swayed like fronds in an ocean current, tracking their gpproach. Just when it appeared they
would smashinto it, the hrkleshira curved sharply around the red dome. Time after time, theline circled
the machine, rising and faling in waves, like thread winding itself around abobbin.

Then suddenly, as one, the hrkleshira began to dash themsalves againgt the smooth hull of the dome,
scrabbling at the curved surface with their broad, clawed forefeet before darting out for another go.
Hannah sat frozen, unable to speak, asthe surreal scene played out before her in stark silence. One
cregture battered itself so hard against the domethat it left behind a smear of blood—no morethan a
smdll shiny patch on the red metd, but one that made Hannah's heart race and shocked her out of her
stupor.

"Oh, jack me!" she exclaimed, bursting from the blind and running for her groundrover. "Do you see
thet?"

"Seen,” said Deacon'sgrim voicein her ear.

"Milesl Get NaRM on the horn! If that thing's got defensive systems, seeif they'll turn them of f!"
"Roger," sad Miles,,. "I'l try."

"Deacon, get out there and start collecting those birds. I'll be as close behind you as| can.”
"Underway areedy.”

Hannah legpt into the driver's seat. She pounded her forehead on the steering column, then sat for a
moment in despair. When she straightened up, shefdt the Exclaimer's dien gaze upon her, devoid of any
recognizable emotion. It hadn't moved from the blind, but Smply sat watching her.
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Hannah made an obscene gesture. " And the ship you rodein on," she hissed, throwing the rover in gear.

The base was white and ovoid, like agiant egg planted in the ground, itslong axisthirty metersend to
end. Gentle hillsrolled away to the east of the structure, rising in rumpled ridges toward the distant brown
mountains. Trailing a plume of tawny dust, Hannah braked to a violent stop beside Deacon's rover, which
was parked out front. He and the hrkleshira were nowhere in evidence.

By the time Hannah had reached the prospector, Deacon had aready managed to collect more than half
thelittle creatures. Hannah had retrieved her net from the backsesat of the rover and joined him. The nets
had been provided by the Exclaimer; nearly two metersin length, each ended in awide hoop that rimmed



abag of thin, gicky plastic. A beeper on the rim of the hoop attracted the hrkleshira, making it rdivey
easy to scoop them out of the air.

"Y our hunters use these?' Hannah had asked the dlien earlier that day. "That had hardly seems sporting.”
"Committed sportsmen, no," the Exclaimer had answered. " The sl othful —perhaps.”
And which would you be? Hannah had wondered in silence.

When the hrkleshira were gathered and deposited in the back of Deacon's rover, he had driven directly
back to the base, atrip of about ten kilometers. Hannah had returned to the blind to pick up the
Exdamer.

The dien now unfolded itself awkwardly from the passenger seat. Hannah stalked to the entry portal
without waiting for it to catch up. Three blue-furred picholeins—deek, ferretlike scavengers from
Serendipity which could mimic human speech—burst out of the weeds nearby, chattering shoo | shoo!
shoo! asthey scampered away. From around the near curve of the base came the answering whoops of
the urksin their pen. Hannah amiled despite
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hersalf as she pushed her way inside. It wasn't asif the picholeinswould respond to the urks mating calls
with anything but abject terror.

The centra passageway, narrow and poorly lit, smelled of machine oil and plagtic, but at least it was
cool. The updoping ceiling and random piles of boxes gave the place an air of imperma-nence. Ina
storeroom on the right, feed for a score of different species was kept, including ayear's supply of
unperishables for the humans. White hexagond containers covered with indecipherable
chicken-scratches—the Exclaimers written language—were stacked outside the door, waiting to be
stowed. Hannah didn't care to examine the nutrientsinside,

Soft bleating issued from the infirmary on the left. Inside, ayoung zori deer recuperated from two crushed
rear legs and a broken pelvis. Jongnic had been tending to the deer, which he had named Ujamaa, for six
weeks before his reassignment. He had |eft her in Hannah's care upon his departure. " Good Ujamaa,
good girl," she murmured as she passed. "Mommy'll be back soon.”

At the end of the corridor, she emerged into Central Command, a high, broad room littered with a
melange of computer equipment, feed sacks, flimsy maps, rover parts, and empty crates. "All hall," she
sad.

"Hannah!" said Miles,,, pushing hiswheeled chair back from the control console. He hopped down from
the chair whileit was till rolling, an impish figure one meter tall, and bowed so0 low that Hannah could see
the seria number tattooed on the back of his bulbous head. "I've got to hand it to you. That was one hell

of ashow. When those birdies started doing the kamikaze thing, | was laughing so hard | thought 1'd piss
mysef." He looked down. "Uh-oh. | think | did!"

Hannah's mouth twitched as she tried not to laugh. Deacon was at a console across the room, studying
video from the afternoon's fiasco, and though he didn't look up, his brow was deeply
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furrowed. "Better stow it, Miles" she said, indicating Deacon with aflick of her eyes.

Miles,, winked broadly and pushed his chair back to the console. "Oh, by theway," he said, "you got an



ansiblegram while you were out. From your poppa bear.”
Hannah's sscomach tightened. "Thanks," she said, heading for the door to the team's quarters.
Deacon looked up. "The Exclaimer unevidences," he said, masking his unhappinessrather ineffectively.

She glanced around, only now redlizing that the alien had not followed her insde. "Oh, damn. Miles, can
you spot him out there?"

"It," sad Miles, clambering up into his chair. Hissmall handsflew over the console, and in afew
moments the view from an outside camera spot winked into life on the flat surface of the console. "L ooks
like our favorite stick figure's paying the Zero squadron asocia cal.”

Hannah and Deacon came together to watch the high-angle shot over Miles,,'s shoulders. The Exclaimer
was just latching the door to one of the mesh cagesin which hrkleshira were housed. It folded itsdlf to
the ground and sat, kneesjutting aboveits head, staring into the cages.

"What did he just do?' Hannah demanded.

Miles,, shrugged. "It wasjust taking its arms out of the cagewhen | tunedin.”
"Did he extract aught?' Deacon asked. "Insert aught?"

"It did naught asfar as| saw," Miles,, said with agrin.

Deacon nodded, asif expecting that answer, but a horrible notion had occurred to Hannah. "Thereés no
blood on him, isthere?" she asked.

Miles,, looked at her skeptically. "Do you see any blood? | don't see any blood.”
"No, um, apparatus lying around?"

"Hannah," said Deacon, "what on earth implies?

"Count them, Miles"
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"Huh?'

"I want to know how many there are. Count them.”

Miles,, Sghed dramaticdly. "Y ou damassah, massah."”

The hrkleshira were housed in Six cages, piled three high in two adjacent stacks against an exterior wall
of the base. Miles,, brought up two additiona views of the cages, one from either side.

"Hannah," said Deacon, "what thoughts—"

She shushed him brusquely.

Miles,'s eyesflicked rapidly across the three screens. " One hundred thirty-seven,” he said.
"Shit," said Hannah. "Are you sure?

"| counted eleven times, just to be safe.”



"That's seven missing. Goddamn that dien bastard. He's egting their brains.™
As Hannah whirled toward the door, Miles,, burst out laughing. "What?' she snapped.

Deaconrolled hiseyes. "The missing hrkleshira we tended infield—theinjured. | infirmaried the seven.
They soferedt.”

Hannah's cheeks burned. Seeing her flush, Miles,, fdl out of hischair, rolling on the floor and holding his
stomach as his high-pitched cacklesfilled the air.

Shetook adeep breath. "Miles, | want you to keep an eye on that thing. | want to know anything he
does not out of the ordinary.”

Miles,, sat up. "That'll be just about everything,” he said, wiping hiseyes, "But you got it, boss.”

Deacon had returned to his seat, shaking hishead. "Brth-klashikort planetsdesto help us," he said, "not
to dfgratify.”

Hisflawless pronunciation only made Hannah angrier. "What's that gibberish—his name? And what are
you, hisgirlfriend? What makes you think you know why he's here?"

"No." Deacon pursed hislips, hisdark eyesburning. "l solewise. . . intuit."

"Oh, great, you intuit,” sadMiles,,, dimbinginto hischair
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and chuckling al thewhile. "Y ou two are ared pair—Paranoid and Freskazoid.”

"Shut up, munchkin," said Hannah. "Deacon, this observer comes from a species that's been known to
wipe out whole human coloniesfor no better reason than target practice.” "Eighty years have truced us,"
said Deacon. Miles,, shook his head. "Cease-fired, not truced.” "Exactly,” said Hannah. " So what makes
you think we can trust him about anything, let alone not to shoot up on birdie extract?"

"Our shiptime ampled, if that he intended," Deacon said. "I mosttime cryodept. Prevention unabled.”

"Maybe Exclaimers can go years between fixes. We redlly don't know anything about them, or their
physiology.”

Miles,, raised his hand. "Oooh, teacher, teacher. Y eah, um, | read that we don't even know if they're
subject to addiction in the same sense that we understand it.”

"Thanks, Miles" said Hannah. "Y ou're abig whelp. Help. The bottom lineis, | don't trust him, and | don't
want him screwing up this project.”

Miles,, nodded. "L et done the cease-fire." Both Deacon and Hannah looked at him curioudy. "What?"
sad Miles,, putting on an innocent expression. "It's just someidle speculation | picked up on the nets.
Wirehead chatter from NaRM."

"Spill " Hanneh sdid.

Miles,, shrugged. "There's some talk from the xenopsychol o-gists that maybe the reason the ykslamera
agreed to this animal-rescue program in the first place isto demondirate to themsalves what a bunch of



hopel ess incompetents we humans are. And if they decide that—well, maybe they'll have no
compunction about attacking usagain.”

"Great," said Hannah. "Glad to hear there's no added pressure.” Deacon turned back to his console.
"Ridiculity.”
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"Okay, whatever," said Hannah, though her scomach was beginning to hurt. "This doesn't change the most
important thing, which isthat we have ajob to do, and that job isto figure out how to introduce the her
—herk—her-klesh-eera into the wild here without endangering them or | etting them endanger
themselves to too great an extent."

"The Exclamer can help,” said Deacon.

"Maybe, maybe not," said Hannah. "It'saroll of thedice | don't care to make, so heré'swhat well do. |
want to go over exactly what happened out there, review the tapes and everything, right herein fifteen
minutes. Humans only. | want theories from both of you, and suggestions asto what to try next. Until
then, I'll bein my quarters.”

Deacon stood to intercept her as she headed for the far door. "Hannah, may | word with you, pardon?
"When | get back," Hannah said.

Heindicated Miles,, with ajerk of hisbrigly chin. "Private-wise?'

Hannah sighed. "All right. Ten minutes, my quarters.”

"You graify," said Deacon.

"Youwish," Miles,, muttered.

Filled with increasing disquiet, Hannah left Centrd Command and shut the door firmly behind her.

Hannah read the ansiblegram four times, then closed the message window on her desktop and sat
thinking.

TO: Hannah Specter, Rescue Star, Sutler's Mill
FROM: Derek Koepp, Eigencity, Netherheim
DATE: 67.08.14.13.37.25 NLST

PREPD: <=256char

SUBJ: Big killing!
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Sweet H! Sold nu novel 4 2x ask. Can cover yr debts EZ w/yr bless, just say word. /Met Fatima @last. Keep
this I! Nuts 4U & Mrs U2. Approval!/Say word&come home soon!/L, D

She shoved hersdlf back from her console and stood. Her quarters were too small to pace effectively, so
she drummed her hed impatiently on thefloor. | travel four light-years from Netherheim, she thought, and
serve nearly two years of my pledge, and they've till only just managed to meet. God.



To befair, Fatimahad spent the first three years after Hannah's departure in colddegp—aslong a
sabbatical as she could afford to take from her job, and a career risk even at that. That wasn't what was
redlly bothering Hannah, though, as shewell recognized. The red issue was her father's continuing
attempts to manipulate and subordinate her. Much as he thought he could still apply asadveto her
wounds and make everything right for her, he couldn't, and he smply refused to accept that fact. Her
debts were her debts. She would take care of them herself.

| nstantaneous faster-than-light communi cation had been around for |ess than a decade; pioneered by the
megaconglomerate Celestial Messengers, the process was o expensive that most private citizens could
afford to send only brief text messages, if they could afford to send anything at al. According to this
message header, her father had paid for Hannah to send aresponse of up to 256 characters. So how to
refuse Derek's offer in that short a space without having to dip into her savings?

Shewished she could do it in just two short keystrokes— NO—nbut she couldn't bring hersalf to be that
mean-spirited. She loved Derek, and she knew he meant well. That was the problem.

Shewasdill lost in thought severd minutes later, compulsively extending and retracting her hair, when
Deacon knocked. When she entered her quarters, she had removed her safari vest, which bore her
inggniaas acting senior operative. She dipped it back on and said, "Comein.”

DANCE OF THE YELLOW-BREASTED LUDDITESI8|

Deacon entered. Hannah's quarters were closer to the outer rim of the dome than his; she was pleased to
seethat the low celling forced him to stoop dightly. Hannah could move about comfortably, but once she
had greeted him with anod she sat back down in her chair and waited for him to speak.

For amoment Deacon seemed at aloss. His eyes swung |eft to right, settling briefly on the
twenty-first-century painting displayed on the east wall. Thework of E. Riley, it depicted ablasted
orange landscape, perhaps Mars, diagonally traversed by an endless line of power transmission towers.
A naked Chrigt figure hung bloody and crucified on the foremost tower, his skin charred black at the
wrists and ankles by crackling dectricity. As Deacon stiffened, Hannah recalled that the Stewardship of
Friarhesse were gnostic Chrigtians. She suppressed a grin. She was an athelst hersdlf, though one of her
mothers had tried to inflict neo-Catholic doctrine upon her asachild.

Turning away from the discomfiting painting, Deacon's eyesfell on the 3D sngpshow of Hannah and
Fatimathat sat atop Hannah's footl ocker, which had been taken in a holobooth a the Him-melburg
Municipa Zoo on Netherheim. "Fineseen couple,” he said. Y ou espouse him?"

"Her," said Hannah, perversdy pleased.
Deacon recoiled. "Pardon?’

Hannah normally preferred not to discuss her relationship, |etting images like the snapshow project a
half-truth that discouraged unwanted male atention. But with Deacon Greenleaf, Hannah felt acontrary
urge to shove her preferencesin hisface.

"Fatimas my unbonded partner,” said Hannah. She ran ahand through her hair, which was now about
ten centimeterslong. "That image was taken in her male phase, but she'sfemae far more often.”

"Chrigthbless," Deacon murmured, amost too low to hear.

"She's got extensive biomods, and sherates F,M,. Sheworks asa cop, so it's useful for her to be ableto
shift gendersat will. And
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sncel've got alow but definite bisexua orientation, it works out for me, too.”

Deacon's hands opened and closed, asif he were physically grasping for a change of subject. "Y our, ah,
father messaged. All wellswith you homeside?!

"Actudly, hesonly one of my fathers, but he'sfine. Thanksfor asking." Hannah viewed the color risng in
Deacon's cheeks with satisfaction. "l was raised in afivehand. They al contributed DNA, but Derek'sthe
only one who redly maintained an interest past adolescence.”

"A hazard ofttime with parents of the unwombed," said Deacon coldly. "Childperil contraindicatesthe
practice. But pardon— businessward.”

Hannah's cam smilefroze. "Yes... of course," she said, feding sand suddenly shifting beneeth her fedt.
"Businessward. What isit you wanted to talk about?"

Deacon clasped his hands behind his back. "I comprehend your seniorstatus, respect your planetside
experience.”

Hannah nodded. "Thank you."
"But it unnecessaried to downdress me so infidd. Professional embarrassment.”

Hannah consdered her reponse. "'l was maybe alittle too forceful,” she said, "and | shouldn't have
scced Mileson you like did. He can be—well, 'glesfully crud’ would be putting it mildly. | apologize.”
She drummed her fingers on the desktop, frowning. "But two minutes before releaseis hardly thetimeto
raise an objection of the magnitude you did."

"Better than never."

"Better to have shared your observation alot earlier.”

"But | righted. The test should have aborted.”

"Y ou think you were right?' Hannah shook her heed. "1 don't agree.”

"Why? The hrkieshira insanified. They sllybest themsalves, bloodied themsdves. We could have
prevented."
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"Yes" sad Hannah. "And then what?'
"Elsawhere rdlease. Away from machineworks."

Hannah rose. "Two problems with that, Deacon,” she said. "Firgt, the birds don't respond that way with
all machines, right? They didn't go nuts around the rovers.”

Deacon was holding himself very still, but his beard bristled and his brow wastightly clenched. "Correct.”
"Can you predict exactly what kinds of machinery are going to set them off like that?
He hesitated. "No."



"Can you even state with certainty that only machines are capable of setting off thisreaction, and that it's
not, say, anatura behavior that evolved in response to something from their home environment?
Something that might also exist or be mimicked on this planet?’

Hiseyes did back and forth, focused on some shifting point above Hannah's head. "No."

"Okay, so there's something out there that makes the hurr— klesh—eera go kamikaze, as Miles put
it." Shefdt her voice diding toward harshness, but kept it under control. "We're not doing them any
favorsif wejust release them somewhere else and hope the problem never manifests again. We could
wander out someday and find the ground littered with a hundred bruised little bodies and never
understand why it happened.”

"Which is solewise why—"

Hannah held her hand up. "Which iswhy we do field testslike this. Y our ingtinct to protect the her—
kleshira frominjury isvery noble—and believe me, | don't like seeing hurt animas any more than you
do—but if we don't give them the opportunity to show uswhat their vulnerabilities are, then we put them
at greater risk later."

"Fine, granted,” Deacon said, low in histhroat, looking over her head and not directly at her. "Point
two?'

Hannah sghed. "The second point isthat thereredly isnt a
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place we could release the hrkleshira where the prospectors might not eventualy show up.”
"Brthklashikort knowsthe needed answers," Deacon said after afew moments of sllence. "I certain.”

"Not thisagain,” Hannah said. "I'm sure he has the answers, too. | just don't think we can trust him to
shae”

"I differ.”
"l know."
They stared at each other for several seconds.

"Let'stry to figure this out on our own,” Hannah said. "Pump him for what information we can, but not
consder it rdiable. If we're fill stuck in afew days, we can reeva uate. How'sthat?"

"Earplay timebeing, glean what possibles dywise?"
"That'sthe plan.”

Deacon congdered. "It suits—timebeing.”

"Yes, for now."

"For now." With acourse of action agreed upon, Deacon seemed to relax alittle. "Brainpicked him on
your trips fieldward and baseward, you did?’



"|—I tried,” Hannah lied. "It's not easy to pin him down. To befair, he offersalot of information, but it
never seemsto be anything redlly applicable.”

"Agreed!" said Deacon, a sudden brightnessfilling hiseyes. | theory he advises us maxpossble within
raceloydty boundaries, no more."

"Could be. But if that'strue, it'san awfully small boundary.”

Deacon was nodding, dmost amiling. "Smadll, yes. But he wdllmeans, | certain. It possibles even tha he
crypticsushdp.”

"Cryptics? Like giving us coded messages?”

"Clues, hints—subtlewise.”

"l don't know," said Hannah. "He hasn't said anything redlly cryptic to me."
"To me mayhap he did, shipboard. | spoke him Christwise, of
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our Gospels and Apocrypha. Scripture fascinated him, and post-study he dubbed the hrkleshira
Chridianlike"

"Y ou weretrying to convert an Exclamer?’
"Not convert. Jointshare, comprehend botheach.”

Hannah couldn't resist apoke. "Onward Chrigtian birdies, huh? Wdll, | can't imagine what he meant by
that. Can you?'

"Not at dl."” Still, Deacon seemed quite excited by the puzzle.

Which probably meant she should quit while she was ahead. "Wl if you have any brainstorms abot it,
be sure to let me know. Maybe we can get Milesthinking, too."

"Bigbrains" said Deacon, his expresson clouding. "More abomination." He turned, amost abstractedly,
to examine the snagpshow of Hannah and Fatimaagain.

"Y eah, well, you might want to avoid expressing that opinion in front of him. He can beavindictivelittle
cuss, and you know someone like him has powerful friends."

"Highfriends? What manner of—"
A chime sounded. "Receive," said Hannah loudly. "Over?

Miles,'s voice emerged from Hannah's console. "I hate to interrupt your little tryst there, boss, but | think
| just earned mysdlf abonus. Y ou have to seethis.”

"Whose brilliant ideawasthisagain?' came Miles,,'s exasperated voice.

"It was your extraordinarily brilliant idea," Hannah said brightly from behind thewhed of her rover, "and
| loveyouforit.

"Y eah, sure. Not that it's going to get me anywhere,” Miles, muttered. " Jesus, I'm broiling dive out here.
What isit, dow-roasted bigbrain julienne on the menu tonight and no one bothered to tell me?1 swear to



God, air-conditioning was not a creature that evolved by mere chance.”
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"Y ou can cope. You'reabig boy."

"How would you know?"'

"Y ou'd be amazed how much information thereisin your personnel file."
"Oh, it constantly amazesme."

Sort of aslly jokefor her to have made, since Miles,, probably did know more about the contents of all
their files than she ever would. Hannah didn't know how she felt about that.

As she approached the top of along rise, the rover bounced roughly over arock shefailed to spotin
time. The hrkleshira complained with loud squeskings from the dovecote in the back. She worried for a
moment that they would go crazy on her, but after amoment they quieted down again.

"Have you spotted it yet?" asked Miles,,. "I'm guessing you should almost be there by now, but it's hard
for meto be sure with nothing but these damn peegpersfor input.”

"Oh, come on. Y ou probably haveit figured out down to the centimeter and the second.”

Astherover crested theridge, along vista opened up to view, low scrubby bushes peppering an inclined
plain of yellow dust and shattered rock. Vagrant breezes tossed sheer veils of dust into the air. Lessthan
half akilometer away, at the bottom of the dope, atwisting confluence of shallow dry washes thrashed
across the landscape. A cluster of the knobby trees known as hagfists curled their knuckled rootsinto the
earth on an idand between the washes; jutting from among them like an upthrust red finger wasthe
broken-down prospector she sought.

Hannah shook her heed with agrin. "Likel wassaying . . ."

Prowling through what were supposed to be restricted NaRM records, Miles,, had managed to track
down the location of a broken-down prospector that had not been judged worthy of sdlvage. The site lay
nearly 140 kilometers northwest of the base, and the drive across the uneven terrain had taken Hannah
mogt of the morning. She had dropped off Miles,, and histelemetry gear at the hdfway
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point, and even then the mountains to the east had been no more than a smudge on the horizon. Her
aonenessin these vast surroundings exhilarated her. Severd times she had fdlt atightnessin her throat
and agtinging in her eyes as she drank in the stark beauty al around her.

Downdope, Hannah spotted an outcropping of rock large enough to cast ashadow even this closeto
noon. She angled the rover toward it and pulled up just short of the shade. She tied a bandanna around
the lower half of her face, dung the peepers around her neck, settled the radio stud tightly in her ear, and
climbed out into the dry hest.

It took half an hour of lugging, tinkering, and heavy-duty sweeting to get things set up the way they had
been at the release site the day before. As she hauled the dovecote into position, snapped together the
water trough, and filled it from the tank in the back of the rover, she stopped thinking so much about the
landscape, stopped hearing the occasiona complaints of the hrkleshira, and spent the time brooding



over how she would respond to her father'sfinancid offer.

When al was ready, Hannah flopped down beside the dovecote in the shade of the boulder and radioed
Miles,,. "l think I'm dl set here," she said. "The birds are quiet, and we've got astraight line of sight to the

prospector.”

"It'sabout goddamn time," said Miles,,. "1've been ready here for acouple of hours. Shit, | must have
sweated off fivekilosin this heat.”

"The only place you could afford to lose five kilosis your head. Miles. Now, how about Deacon and the
Exdamer?'

"Y eah, they could stand to be separated from their heads, too.”
"Y ou know what | meant.”

"Oh, that. They'refine, they're ready." Because of the distances and terrain separating them dl, Miles,,
was not only monitoring both halves of the test from hislocation but aso manning the communications
link. "And fromwhat | can hear, they've been
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just chattin' up astorm al morning. Want me to patch the Jesus fresk in?"

Hannah's ssomach clenched. Was Deacon ignoring their agreement? "Wait. Chatting about what?"
"Jesus. About Jesus, | mean. What el se does the Apostle Paul Bunyan ever discuss?'

Whew. "Okay, yeah, patch himin."

"Herewego," said Miles,,. "Okay, listeners, we have Hannah from Himmelburg, Netherheim, ontheline
with us. Y ou had aquestion for our religious expert, Hannah?"

"Shut up, Miles. Deacon, what's the Stuation there?"

"All readies,” came Deacon's gentle voice. She could hear thefaint rumble of machinery inthe
background. " Brthklashikort wards the dovecote. | ward the prospector, outsight. Should the
hrkleshira oncemore attack, | can prevent injury themward.”

"That'sagood idea," Hannah said, wishing sheld thought of it. "Miles, you're picking up al twenty-four
birds on your channels?'

"Twelve of yours, adozen of the other," said Miles,,. "Oh, but wait asecond. I'm only seeing eleven of
Descon's.”

Hannah caught her breath. "What?"

Miles,, cackled. "Jugt kidding. I've got al twelve."

"Mongerling," Deacon muttered.

"One of these days 1'm going to thrash you good, Miles," said Hannah.

"|sthat apromise?’



"No." She pushed hersdlf to her feet and withdrew aremote control from apocket of her vest. The smell
of hot dust wasthick in her lungs. "So | guess there's no reason to keep waiting. Deacon, can the
Exdamer hear me?'

"No, but I handsign.”

"Okay, then signd on my mark. Three. . .two...one... mark."

"Mark," Deacon repeated.
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Hannah touched a pad on the remote, and the doors of her dovecote folded open.

Only hdf the pigeonholes were occupied. She and Deacon had decided to put only as many hrkleshira
at risk asthey had on thefirgt tria, and that number had been split between the two of them. They had
aso selected only hrkleshira that had not been part of the original experiment.

Again the sauroids stretched their sinewy red necks, spread their wings, exposed their yellow breasts and
bellies. Again they bounded into the air, by ones and by twos, their wings laboring to grasp the wind.
Again they gathered in aloose torus, drifting thisway and that asthey rose further from the ground.
Squesks and rustles sounded in faint counterpoint to the soothing sough of the wind.

Hannah amiled at the glimpses of yelow that flashed like sun-fire from within the busy red formation. "The
way they flock," she said, shaking her head in wonder. "It'sremarkable. More like insectsthan like
terredtria birds. God."

"Yeeh, vary dirring,” said Miles,,. "Thisweek on Wild Universe, the dance of the yellow-breasted
Luddites"

Unexpectedly, Deacon laughed. "Y ellow-breasted Luddites. | like."
"Anything going on where you are?' Hannah asked.
"The hrkleshira flock, drift,” said Deacon. "Wait. . ." Hisvoicefél. "They arrow. Meward."

"Well, get ready to scoop them up.” She watched her group float uncertainly through the air, maybe
twenty meters away. "My guys aren't doing much, just sort of drifting back and forth, like they don't
know where they want to go."

"Sol" Deacon said. "Machinesounds indeed insanify."

The hrkleshira seemed to make up their minds as Hannah watched. They drifted back toward her,
descending, then settled to the rim of the water trough. Three or four of them craned their
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necks down to taste the water, flapping their wings for balance. A few more hopped down to the ground
to investigate the rocks and

the dust.



"Wdll," said Hannah, "at the very least we can agree that it's probably not the size, color, or shape of the
prospector that's setting them off."

"No, | think it's Deacon's persond hygiene," said Miles,,.

But Deacon wasn't responding. Hannah could hear him grunt and strain asthe hrkleshira dovein toward
the prospector and he tried to catch them in his sticky net.

She sat down again in the diminishing shade of the outcropping, content for the moment smply to watch
her small flock and to soak up the sound of their contented chirping.

"What'sthe dedl, guys?' she asked softly. "What are you crazy birds thinking?"

That evening, Hannah went to the infirmary to check on Ujamaa. She closed the door behind her. The
zori deer, addicate, tan-skinned quadruped about the size of a Great Dane, stumbled to her feet and
bleated plaintively. "Shh, girl, shh," Hannah said. "Mommy's here"

The sharp scent of antiseptic filled the air. Ujamaals cage sat on the floor at the back of the infirmary,
beneath the incubator with five lavender skingko eggsinside. As Hannah undid the latch, the
recuperating hrkleshira cooed and squeaked from their enclosure. Hannah knelt as Ujamaalimped
forward to crane her head cautioudly through the cage door.

"It'sokay," said Hannah. "Comeon, girl."

With shaky steps, the animd crossed the floor and licked Hannah's face with its snakelike tongue.
Hannah wrapped her arms around Ujamaas neck. "Good girl! Good Ujamaal Mommy loves

you, yes"
Ujamaa had appeared on their doorstep near desth one day, out
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of the blue. Whoever had brought her there—most likely someone from NaRM—hadn't suck around to
answer questions. The deer had probably crossed paths with alarge vehicle, maybe a prospector, but
Jongnic had decided it was best not to probe too hard. Nanodocs had knitted Ujamaa's bones about as
well as could be expected; it remained to be seen if shewould ever walk well enough to return to the
wild.

Hannah leaned back againgt the examining table, and the deer curled up with her head and forelegsin
Hannah'slap, softly bleating. The cooing of the hrkleshira soothed Hannah's overstressed nerves, and a
bittersweet smile touched her lips as she stroked the tufts on Ujamaa's head. It was so like achild's
daydream that she haf expected the skingkosto burst out of their eggs and break into song.

She laughed at the image, but then without warning teaers were streaming down her face. Ujamaa blested
in confusion and licked Hannah's cheeks. Despite the deer's presence, she had never felt morelonely in
her life.

Shewas 4till Sitting there half an hour later when Miles, came looking for her. "Hannah?' he said,
cautioudy poking his oversized head around the corner of the table. "Hannah, hey, are you okay?"

Ujamaahad falen adeep in Hannah's arms, but now she bleated in alarm and tried to struggle to her feet.
"Shh, it'sokay,” said Hannah, stroking the deer's head as she hatily tried to wipe her tacky face. "Y eah,
yeah, Miles, I'mfine, | wasjudt. . . you know."



"Right, okay." Miles,, nodded his head solicitoudy. "1 just stopped by to let you know you got another
ansblegram.” "Oh, you're kidding. Not my father again?' "No, it'sfrom that, um—boyfriend of yours.
Fatima." Elation and dlarm warred insde her. "Fatima?' "I didn't Sutter, did 17" Heturned to leave. "So
anyway, it'swaiting for you whenever you're ready.”
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"Hang on there,” Hannah caled.

Miles,'s head reappeared around the corner of the table.

"Come around here, Miles," shesaid. "'l want to talk to you aminute.”

Rductantly, Miles,, waddled around in front of her, her eyesnot quite at hislevel, hiseyesnot quite
meseting hers.

"Why did you come dl the way down here?' she asked. "Why didn't you just sgnad me?"

"l wanted to see dl the nice animals.” Miles,, reached a hand out toward Ujamaa, who drew her head
back warily against Hannah's chest.

"| didn't think you even liked animas," said Hannah.

Miles,, tucked hishandsinto the pockets of his child-sized jumpsuit. "Hey," he said brightly, "I'll bet you
didn't know something else about me. My namesake, Miles Covio, was one of the guyswho originated
the theories that led to the development of theansible.”

"You'reright,” said Hannah, "1 didn't know that. And | didn't care.”

"Y eah, wdll, the whole Miles seriesis based partialy on hisDNA, so you should care. And did you
know that the term 'ansibl€ itsdf actudly originated on Earth, in the twentieth century, in the writings
d_ll

"Miles, | don't think I've ever mentioned Fatimato you by name.”

"Wel, you know us bigbrains," he said, shifting on hisfeet, "the way we pick things up, piece things
together ..."

Hannah shook her head. "Y ou were listening in yesterday while | talked to Deacon.”
Miles,, ggped in mock umbrage. "Hey, can| helpit if thewallsarethin?’

"No, but you can help it if thewallsare bugged.” Hannah ran ahand through her hair, which shewas
wearing only acouple of

centimeterslong. "Jesus, Miles, how long hasthis been going on? Ever since I've been here?’
Hewassdlent.
"God, isthisjust for your own amusement, or are you working for someone? Miles?'

Helooked her in the eyes, more soberly and directly than he ever had. "Don't make me answer that,



Hannah," he said. ™Y ou suspect enough about me dready.”

Hannah's mouth opened dowly. "Oh, jack me. Y ou broke into that conversation yesterday when you did
becauseit wasright when | wastelling Deacon.. . . shit. You don't think he's. . ."

"No, not redlly. | just don't like him. And | only distrust him as amatter of habit, not because he'sa
threet."

Hannah looked down in thought, stroking Ujamaals head. " And what about me?"

Miles,, feigned greet interest in the hrkleshira. He studied them closely, hands clasped behind his back.
"Let'sjust say that it hasn't hurt your career any to have afriend filing positive reports on you. Positive
and accurate reports, by the way."

"Miles, I..." Hannah took a deep breath, feding disconnected from redlity. "Whoever you work for, that's
your business. | can just compartmentaize you as our technica liaison and not worry about who or what
youreactudly liasng with. But Miles—who do | work for?"

Hedidn't ook at her. "Rescue Star, of course. A volunteer organization alied closdly with the human
World Union. Closdly, Hannah. And that'sdl | haveto say."

Hannah nodded dumbly, and Miles,, dipped out of the room. He closed the door carefully behind
himsdf.

Shewas returning Ujamaato her cage, still assmilating the conversation, when the door opened again.
Sheturned. The Exclamer, Brthklashikort, stood just insde the entrance, head and shoulders hunched
below the ceiling, hands dangling far below its knees.
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"Yes?' sad Hannah neutrally.

"Can you accompany me out back, please?" it asked. "Deacon Greenleaf has made an
observation of some concern.”

Ujamaa cowered a the far end of her cage, bleating in terror at the sound of the Exclaimer'svoice.
Hannah latched the cage. "I'll beright there," she said. "Can you just please try to keep it down?"
The Exclaimer nodded once, silently.

"They undrink," said Deacon, pointing to the mesh cages.

Hannah squatted on her hedls, peering at the hrkleshira. "Do you mean they're not drinking, or thet
they're drinking and then vomiting it back up?"

The Exclamer folded itsdf to the ground beside her. "It means they're drinking almost nothing."

The sun was setting over the mountains in the east; shadows lengthened, and a cooling creosote scent
blew in on the evening breezes. Nearby, the urks stamped, lowed, and snorted in their pen.

Hannah opened the nearest cage and picked up a hrkleshira. Heavy and dry, like abag of sand in her
hands, it did not try to get away, but only watched her from one eye with alethargic distrust. "How long



have they been like this?' she asked.

"They downsettled afternoonlong, singlewise," said Deacon. "L eastwise, solong as| observed postreturn.
But | unperceived the problem until shortage.”

"Damn." Hannah stroked the supple skin of thelittle creasturésthroat. "Have you tried changing their
water? Maybe there's something bad in it."

"Tried, yes. They roused briefwise, sniffed the new water, then resullened.” He shuffled in place. "l fear,
themward.”

"Y eah, metoo," Hannah said. She set down the hrkleshira and turned to the Exclaimer. "How long can
they survivelikethis, without drinking?’
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"Without water they'll eventually slip into a hibernative state. Or perhaps 'comatose’ isthe more
apt term," Thedien regarded her levely fromits globular eyes. The dying sun reflected from them likea
bloody portent. "It can be very difficult to successfully rouse them again once that happens.
Eventually they die."

"S0 how long until they're. . . hibernating?’

The Exclaimer tapped its spindly fingersrapidly up and down itslower legs. " Two days. Perhaps three,
but | would not count on that."

Hannah latched the cage, though there wasn't much danger of any hrkleshira escaping. "So what do we
do? Isthere any way to make them drink?"

"Likely."
"But you're not going to tell us, right?

The Exclaimer only stared at her. Thelight of the setting sun vanished from its eyes, and cold shadows
engulfed themadl.

Hannah jerked hersdlf to her feet. "Can you at least tdll usthis much? Doeswhat they're doing now have
anything to do with the way they reacted to the prospector?

"Likely," said the Exclamer.

"Likely. Chrigt." Hannah flung a hand out toward the cages. "Only three dozen birds have been out to that
gte, but nearly twelve dozen are here dehydrating. What the hdll'sthe link?"

"Gentlewise, Hannah," said Deacon, touching her arm. "I rehearsed this himward areedy.”

Hannah shrugged his hand away, but regretted it as soon as she saw the hurt look in hiseyes. "Shit," she
muttered. "Okay, gang, |et's have a powwow in fifteen minutes. Centrd Command. | want ideas from
everyone on what to try next. Y ou too, Frogman.”

She stamped off through the shadows like she meant to rip open the twilight itself.
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In her quarters, Hannah brought up Fatima's ansiblegram:



Yr pop tres charming. Insisted on pay 4 this. We want U back soon! Pis say Y to him. Only way we can
afford bond./Miss U s043 much! | take E=mc»2 cruz ASA | know yr ETA. Cant live w/o U./L»o0, F

She wiped her eyes. Fatima and Derek were teaming up to get her back to Netherheim, but despite the
fact that their manipulations were so trangparent, she was tempted, oh so tempted, to just givein. How
could two people nearly forty trillion kilometers away— just gpecksin an unimaginably huge and empty
vastness—exert such an influence on her?

Hannah knew how much Fatima must be hurting. What Fatimawas offering would mean the end of her
law-enforcement career in Himmelburg. To go for ardativigtic cruise—the best way to kill time next to
colddegp, which was dangerous to repeat more than once a decade—would mean taking another long
sabbatical, and Fatima didn't yet have the seniority. But if Hannah left Sut-ter's Mill without completing
her pledge, her job prospects would hardly be brighter.

Not to mention how badly she would miss Ujamaaand al the other animals, hrkleshira included . . .

"Why did you haveto bring thisup nowV she asked the silent snapshow on her footlocker. "I've got
work to do."

She blew her nose, sraightened her clothing, and returned to Central Command.
Deacon shook Hannah gently by the shoulder. "All readies,” he said. "' Coffee included.”

Hannah sat up abruptly, breathing the thick scent of coffee and blinking in dow motion. Deacon set acup
down on the console beside her. She had fallen adeep. "What timeisit?
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"Ninth hour," said Deacon. "The audio processng completes, and Miles zombies. Testing timereadies.”

"Gresgt, great. Give me aminute or two." Hannah tasted the insde of her mouth and winced. She blew on
the coffee and tried asip. "Not bad. Hey."

Deacon amiled. "I gratify.”

The previous night, the three humans had tried everything they could think of to get the hrkleshira to
drink and to solve the mystery of the prospector, while the Exclaimer offered the occasiond dliptical
comment. They had separated the hrkleshira into smaller cages, exposed them to various machines both
insde and outside the base, added what Brthklashikort assured them were flavorful nutritiona
supplements to the water in different combinationsin different cages, and more, but they were no closer
to asolution by the wee morning hours than when they started.

Hannah's find idea had been to record the typical sounds the prospector made during operation,
separate the various waveformsinto their component elements, and expose the hrkleshira to eachinturn
to seeif they could link any individua sound to the violent reactions. Deacon volunteered to drive out and
make the recording, after which Miles,, had worked through the rest of the night on the Signa processing.
Hannah tried to passthe time by studying the scant literature on Cretacea. She read and reread the
source materials until she thought her eyeswould bleed, but shae, shde, and more shalewasdl she
could recall upon waking.

Haggard and red-eyed, Miles,, wandered in from the forward passageway. "Morning, Sleeping Beauty,"
he said in adurred voice. He scratched hisarmpit. "I managed to separate twenty-two different channds
out of that recording for you. | got schematics from NaRM—that wasn't easy, you owe me big—and |
managed to match most of the soundsto actual physica systemsinsde the prospector. Y ou got your



power cedlls, your servomechanisms, your scoopers, your sifters, your hydraulics, your cooling system,
your
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heating system, your sonar system, your bloody fucking basic solar syslem worth of shit crammed in
there, so have fun with your little mix tape, babe. I've got awet dream with my name on it waiting for me.
Good night.”

"Thanks, Miles" Hannah said as he shuffled off. "Youreasar."
"Yeah, ared dwarf."

After Hannah finished her coffee, she and Deacon whedled arack of audio components out back to the
cages. The Exclamer was there dready, sitting on the ground like astrange origami construct. If it had
asuffered any ill effectsfrom itslong deepless night, she couldn't tell.

The Exclaimer moved aside, and a picholein which had been sitting beside it scampered away. "So the
next experiment isready to begin,” thediensad.

"Just about.” Hannah peered into the cages as Deacon affixed atrio of flatplate speakersto the side of
the dome. The hrkleshira seemed even more | ethargic than before—and was it her imagination, or were
they losing color? " So tell me, now that we've spent so long preparing. Isthis even worth trying?”

"/ believe there may be something to be learned from the attempt, yes."

Hannah rolled her eyes. "Fantastic. And what well probably learn isthat we've wasted an entire night,
right? Okay, Deacon, let's get started.”

They cycled through each of Miles,,'s twenty-two audio channels, holding for afull minute on each.
Hisses and splutters, revving and grinding, humming and thrumming al played in turn, but the hrkieshira
did no more than gtir. At the end of the run, Deacon began trying the soundsin pairs, holding for only
fifteen seconds on each.

Before the end of an hour, Hannah was ready to quit. It would take far more time, by many orders of
meagnitude, than they could

DANCE OF THE YELLOW-BREASTED LUDDITES 199

afford to cycle through every possible combination of channds. The Exclaimer had aready madeitself
scarce, probably to escape the crushing boredom.

Hannah wanted to rage at the hrkleshira, pick them up and shake them and beat some senseinto their
tiny heads. It'sonly water, for God's sake! All you haveto doisdrink it! If you don't, you're going to die!
But there was no point in getting angry with them. It wasn't their fault they were dying—it was hersfor
not being a proper steward, for not having done everything in her power to help them.

But she wasfinaly ready to take that next step.
"l giveup,” shesaid to Deacon. "It'stimeto try it your way. I'll go talk to the Exclaimer.”

Deacon's very bones seemed to sag with relief. " Godthanks,” he said, closing his eyes and nodding.



Hannah took a deep breath, straightened her safari vest, and knocked at the door to Brthklashikort's
quarters. "Come in," it said from within, with perfect audibility.

Hannah opened the door. The Exclaimer rose from aflat mat at the far end of the room, removing apair
of opaque gogglesfromitsface. Thisroom wasthe closest to Centrad Command; itshigh ceilings
permitted the Exclaimer to stand erect. "Hello, Hannah," it said. "1've been hoping you would seek an
opportunity to speak to me one-on-one, though | didn't wish to push.”

The dien's elaborate courtesy set Hannah's teeth on edge. "1 didn't want to push either,” she said. "But |
don't have achoice a thispoint.”

"I wish | could offer you a chair, but I'mfar more comfortable sitting on the floor, so 1 don't have
any handy. Please accept my apologies.”

"Don't swest it," said Hannah. "Theré's plenty of floor." And
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not much else, she noted. Except for the mat and a couple of hexagond crates, the Exclaimer's quarters
were as barren of decoration asamonk'scell.

The dien folded itsdlf down again, setting aside the goggles. It wore what she guessed were input gloves
on its hands, though they were less substantia than the sort shewas used to. "1 was just reviewing
what material | have on the hrkleshiraand their habits and environment,” it said.

"Probably enough to fill asmdl library," said Hannah, sitting down with her back against one of the
crates. 'l don't suppose | could take a peek?!

"Oh, you're welcome to, but you wouldn't understand any of it, and the presentation would
probably induceillness.”

"Maybeyou can just digest it for me."

The Exclamer drummed itsfingers up and down itslegs. "Hannah, | will give you all the assistance
that iswithin my compass,” it sad, "but | think you have intuited the limit to which that extends."

Stomach clenching, Hannah shook her head. "We need morethan that,” she said. "I'll freely admit that |
don't grasp the politics that have created the Situation here. All 1 know is, there's abunch of animals out
there, completely gpoaliticd, that are going to die unless we get more help from you than we've been

getting.”

"Let me assure you, first," saidthe Exclamer, "that | have no wish to see the hrkleshiracome to any
harm. I'mrather more. . . shall we say, 'progressive' in this respect than are many of my fellows."

"Then help us" Hannah said.

The Exclaimer raised ahand. "Please. | have no wish to see harm done, but | also have a High
Commission to which | must answer, and no chance of concealing my actions fromit even were 1
to overstep the bounds to which | have sworn myself. It isa precarious line | must walk, between
the health of innocent creatures and the requirements of the government to which | owe fealty."
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"Lifeismoreimportant than any government.”

"What life? The lives of a few animals, or the lives of my entire race? Or of yours?" The Exdamer
goread itsarmsin asurprisingly human gesture. '/ have observed your game of chess. | know that
your government under stands the concept of sacrificial pawns as well as mine."

Hannah clenched her eyes. " Screw your government and mine both.”

Thedien dtilled itshands. "Do you not see that gover nment— mine, yours, any race's—isa
phenomenon as natural as specia-tion? Isit less deserving of life than are the hrkleshira?"

"I don't see how the two can even be compared,” she said, confused.

"/l you cannot, and if you are a representative member of your race, then | don't see how humanity
will survive much more expansion. Any race which lacks such self-awareness is certain to
generate friction with those which do not."

Hannah's smmering anger began to boil. "How can you accuse us of alack of salf-awareness? How
much do you even know about us? Y ou've only been here afew days.”

"I've been among humans since the beginning of my voyage here," saidthedien, "and all the
observations | have made only bear me out. Take your own group here. Miles, the small human
with the large head, thinks to make up for his physical shortcomings by projecting a facade of
cynicism and bravado, but doesn't perceive that he only puts up a wall between himself his fellows
by doing so—and that's not even taking his obvious sexual attraction for you into account.
Deacon Greenleaf sublimates his fear of openness and change and learning and growth into
single-minded devotion to a god whose greatest accomplishment was getting himself gruesomely
killed, and therefore denies himself any chance of achieving the apotheosis he seeks.

"And you, Hannah—you act asincomprehensibly as either of them, always finding the most
difficult and laborious angle from
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which to attack any problem. You do it so effectively, | can only imagine the behavior is
deliberate.”

The Exclaimer stopped talking long enough to dip the goggles back over itseyes. "In that respect, |
find it impossible to understand why, yet at the same time perfectly comprehensible that you have
not yet penetrated the mystery of the behavior of the hrkleshira. For they are, in that very peculiar,
self-defeating way, your soulmates.”

Hannah was on her feet, nails pressed into the pams of her fists. "Where the hell do you get the nerve?
Y ou can St there and make your pithy pronouncements al you like, but at the end of the day you're as
lost and ineffectud astherest of usl Look at you, stuck on Sutter's Mill with abunch of humansyou find
beneath your contempt. If you're so much better than we are, then why aren't you somewhere more
respong blein this vaunted government of yours? What doesthat say about you?'

The dien made curious gesturesin the ar with its gloved fingers, saring into an artificia relm Hannah
could not begintoimagine. "1 hold neither you nor your colleaguesin contempt. As| said, 1 differ
from most of my race in that I am capable of mustering an unusual level of sympathy for members
of other species. That iswhy I'm here."



It turned its head to stare directly at Hannah; finding hersdlf at the blind focus of those opague goggles
made her skin crawl. "You really can have no concept of contempt until you've witnessed the
reactions of many of my peersto your human talk of 'endangered species." As some of your fellows
so interestingly phrase it, thisto usis a clear case of the pot calling the kettle black.”

"So that'sit, huh?" said Hannah, planting her fists on her hips. Her pulse pounded behind her eyes. "That's
al thehep I'm going to get?"

"Hannah, my sympathy is not infinite, and your repetitive-ness grows tiresome. You know
everything you need to know, and
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what you may not know, you have access to in the materials supplied to you by your superiors.
Now please, don't force me to become as tiresome as you. Leave me to my studies.”

She opened her mouth to fire one parting shot, but the dien had already stopped paying her any
attention.

Still, she made afirm point of damming the door behind her when shelleft.

Hannah lay tossing on her bed for an hour before her anger began to ebb. Shefinaly began to redlize that
despiteitsinsultsthe alien might redly having been trying to tell her something useful.

"Okay," shesaid to hersdf, swinging her legs off the bed, "everything | need to know isin the stuff I've
aready read. And the stupid birds do everything the hard way."

But what did that mean, that the hrkleshira did thingsthe hard way? Dying of thirst when therewas
water right in front of them wasn't just doing things the hard way—it was suicide.

The hard way, the hard way. Just like her . . .

Nuts. That'swhat she wasfor paying any attention to the goddamn dien. Totaly nuts. Grasping at
straws.

Judt like her.
The hard way.

"Shit," she said. Rubbing her eyes, she padded over to her console and woke up the desktop. She sat
down, hung her head. As sheidly rubbed the back of her neck, shetried to marshal her thoughts.

Fact one: the hrkleshira went crazy around ore prospectors and besat themselves bloody against them.
Fact two: the hrkleshira wouldn't drink water when it was placed right in front of them.

Fact three: the hrkleshira did thingsthe hard way.
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Wait, she was confusing facts with opinions now. She sighed and rubbed her head vigoroudy with both
hands. The hard way. Shewas digging for answersthehhard way . . .

Hannah suddenly raised her head. ""Jack me black and blue," she said, eyeswide.



She brought up the geologica survey of Cretacea and paged through it rapidly. When she found the
information she was looking for, she sat back in her chair, asmile playing at the corner of her mouth. A
solution seemed within reach, but if she were wrong she might spend severa hourstesting aninvalid
theory—hoursthe hrkleshira didn't have. . .

Moments later she had severa different trandations of the Bible open on her desktop, including the King
James 1611, the Douay-Rheims, the New English, the Mons Olympus, the New Alpha Centauri Prime,
the Joseph Smith, and the weirdly poetic Friarhesse Low Synod version used by the Stewardship. The
exact phrase sherecalled from her childhood occurred in every version but the Alpha Centauri and the
Friarhesse, and eveniin thoseit was strikingly smilar.

Hannah bookmarked the passages and sent her desktop back to deep.

She found Deacon out back near the cages. He was sitting in the Exclaimer's favorite position, arms
wrapped around his knees, staring at the listless hrkleshira. "Ah, Hannah," he said, greeting her dully.
The sun stood almost directly overhead. Swest matted his hair and beard, and he looked pale and
drawn. "Why sts Brthklashikort here sooft, suppose you?' He shook hishead. "I unimagine.”

"I don't know either,” said Hannah, though shefinaly had asuspicion. "Listen, can | ask you something?"

Deacon shrugged, mirroring the lethargy of the hrkleshira. "Surewise"
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Hannah sat down near him in the dust. "Remember you weretdlling me about something cryptic the
Exclamer said to you on the ship?'

It took Deacon amoment to focus, but then he nodded hishead. "I recal.”
"I think you told meit compared the hrkleshira to Chrigtians. Isthat right?"
"It corrects. Coursewise, | uncomprehend the why."

"That's okay, Deacon." She leaned forward. "Did it say anything else? Or do you remember what you
were saying that prompted its comment?”"

Deacon squinted, thinking, then shook hishead. "No, | regret. | unrecal the antecedents.”

Hannah licked her lower lip. "Deacon—had you perhaps said something about Jesus being the source of
living water? Or 'quick-water/ maybe?’

For along moment, Deacon said nothing, his eyesfocused inwardly. "Mayhap,” he said at last. Hisvoice
grew stronger, and he nodded, wonder dawning in his eyes. "Factwise, that corrects. | preached him
Christ as quickwater's source, aslifesource eternad. How guessed you?"

Hannah shrugged. " Something that, uh, the Exclaimer said to me gave metheides, that'sal. | wasjust
curious." Shefeigned alook of concern, but as she spoke she was surprised to redlize that her concern
was genuine. "Y ou don't look well, Deacon, and you're not even wearing a hat to keep the sun off. Go
indde. I'll waich the birds"

"But...l.."



"Y ou've been awake | don't know how long now, and we need you sharp. Get some deep. That's an
order."

Deacon nodded, then dowly got to hisfeet. "Comprehend we mugt," he said. " Soon. Or the hrkleshira
forever deep.”

"WEell figureit out, don't worry."
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Hannah stood as he shuffled past. As soon as hewas out of sight, she wiped arivulet of sweat from her
temple, opened the topmost cage, and reached inside.

Timeto put her theory to thetest.

The sun hung a hand's breadth above the eastern horizon as Hannah made the last adjustment to the
recycler. "How doesthat look?" she radioed.

"It looks like abunch of yellow dust and somerocks" came Miles,,'s exasperated voice. "Y ou knocked
the damn peepers over again, Hannah. | can't see shit.”

"Oh, sorry." She scooted out from beneeth the elevated water trough, setting aside the wrench in her
hand, and righted the peepers. She propped arock benesath the forward sights so Miles,, would be able
to see up to the crude apparatus she had attached to the bottom of the trough. "How's that?"

"Can you give me alittle more elevation? Okay, now a couple of degreesto theright. . . therel™

Hannah stretched her arms. She was covered in dust and sweat and engine oil, and her back ached, but
shefelt good. "Well?'

"Looksgood, asfar asl cantdl. Only thingto doisgiveit atry.”
Hannah stood up. "Wdll, dl right. Here goes.”

She had propped up one end of the trough so it sat a adight angle to the ground. She wrestled the water
tank from the back of the rover and filled the trough halfway, keeping an eye on the prospector that
rumbled dowly through the underbrush two hundred meters away. She was about four kilometers north
of the original release site, which was how far the prospector had ranged in the time since.

"Well, no leaks" said Hannah. "That'sagood sign." Sheflipped the switch on the recycler that Miles,,
had helped her scrounge
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together from odds and ends. There were coughing and gurgling sounds, and the water began to churn at
the upper end of the trough. In afew moments there was anice little flow running from the top end to the
trough to the bottom.

"Wdl?' sad Miles,,. "I can't seejack from ground level."

Hannah picked up the peepers and pointed them down into the trough. "How's that?"



"Excdlent, Hannah! Looks perfect. Better get the rest set up now, because you've got visitors coming in
about fifteen minutes.”

"Roger," shesad. "'l couldn't have done this without you, you know. | already owe you two or three, but
if thisworksI'm going to oweyou. .. hel, alot."

"If thisworks, you'll make senior field operative for sure, and then you can really start paying me back.”
Hannah grinned. "Gladly, my friend. Gladly.”

She went back to the rover and retrieved the solar collector that would keep the recycler running
indefinitely. When that was deployed, she began gathering rocks, which she placed carefully in the
bottom of the trough. She kept adding rocks until the water threstened to overflow the bottom end of the
trough. Thewater turned cloudy and brown with dust, but after afew minutes the filters had rendered it
clear again. She had created an artificid streambed two meterslong, with clean water babbling cheerily
over ore-veined rocks.

As Hannah stood back to admire her work, arover appeared in the distance, trailing a clouds of dust like
abridd train. She went back to work.

She wasjust wrestling the dovecote into position when the rover drew near and stopped. Deacon and
the Exclamer emerged. Thedien, with itslong, loping stride, reached her firg.

"Interesting apparatus, Hannah/* it said, bending over the trough with its hands propped on its bony
knees. "You've been hard at work."

Deacon caught up afew momentslater. His hair stuck out every
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which way, but at least he seemed to have gotten somerest. "Miles said you experiment freshwise. He
bade us come." He caught sight of the splashing water in the trough. "Hello. What evidences?"

Hannah amiled. "You'rejud intimeto find out.”
She raised her remote control and clicked. The doors of the dovecote folded open.

For thirty seconds, nothing happened. Hannah could see the listless hrkleshira mounded in thelr
pigeonholeslike lumps of dead clay. But then something seemed to penetrate their fog. First one, then
another and another, began to stir. Quizzica squeaks and chatters emerged from the dovecote, and two
hrkleshira poked their heads out into the twilight.

Hannah realized she was holding her bresth, and she forced hersdlf to exhae.

In another few moments, fully haf the hrkleshira were aert and bobbing their heads at the ends of
outstretched necks. Their yellow breasts caught the last fires of the dying sun. Then the chattering
sgueaks crescendoed, and the hrkleshira took to the air.

Hannah's breath hitched. The cloud of red-and-yelow bodies codesced briefly into itsfamiliar shape,
drifting and spinning like an exatic flower unfolding in an airborne whirl pool—and then, one by one, the
hrkleshira swooped down and away, out of formation.



They dighted in the trough's rushing streambed.

Thefirst onesto land began vigoroudy scratching at the rocks with their clawed feet. As more and more
hrkleshira joined them, they dipped their supple necksto the water and drank. In moments, the entire
flock was splashing around in the trough, pawing the rocks, drinking, and squesking loudly enough to
drown out the sound of the recycler. They paid the distant prospector no attention whatsoever.

Hannah found herself swept into abroad hug by Deacon, who planted a bristly kiss on her cheek.
"Quickwater!" hesaid, grinning broadly. "How the hrkleshira smilarsthe Chrigian! Y ou genius,
Hannah!"

"Insightfully done, indeed,” said the Exclaimer, who stood afew meters away, bobbing dightly ashe
watched the hrkleshira cavort in the water.

"Yes" said Miles,, for her benefit done. ™Y ou done good, kiddo."
Surprised, shefdt hersdf blush.

"How figured?' Deacon asked, holding her a arm'slength and studying her with arapt expression. With
his crazy red hair, he resembled some ecstatic Biblica prophet rgoicing in the sunset.

"Wdl," she sad with aglance a the Exclamer, "l just started wondering if there was some kind of
evolutionary reason why the hrkleshira should start refusing water, if it might beasurviva trait in some
way. | took another look at the geologica surveysfrom Cretacea, and it turns out they come from a
region of the planet whereit'shilly and there'slots of groundwater. Hilly and shaly, | might add. Lots of
flat loose rock everywhere.”

Deacon cocked hishead to one side. "They solewise take their water ‘on the rocks?

"Deacon, was that an actua ;'ofce?' She smiled at the sight of hisreddening face. "Not exactly, | don't
think, and, uh, Berth-what's-your-name, you can correct meif | get the detaillswrong. It's standing water
that turns them off, probably becauseit's more likely to get brackish and polluted. When | tirred up the
water in their cages, that actually made some of them start drinking.”

"Clever," said Deacon.

"But frequently on Cretacea, actual moving water, living water, isflowing just under the surface of dl
that loose shde. | think the hrkleshira use somekind of sonar—sincethey only hear well in their own
vocd range—to locate trickles of living water below the surface of the rock. When they find it, they dig
forit."

Deacon was nodding now. " Seen, seen. And prospectorward, what we midabeled insanity was truewise

"It wasredlly just them trying to dig through the skin of the dome. What they detected was the sound of
coolant circulaing
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beneath the surface. That's why they bypassed the standing water in the trough. They wouldn't et
themsalves drink it when living water seemed to be so close at hand.”

The Exclamer folded itsdf to the ground. " Excellently reasoned, Hannah," it said, "and all very
correct. You've done well."

Hannah turned again to watch the hrkleshira cavorting in the trough, yellow breasts bright in the last light
of day, and she permitted hersdlf to fedd amoment of joy.

Hannah snapped on the headlights as the rover jounced across the twilit landscape. She flexed her throat
mike, severing theradio link with Miles,,. "Thereé's still onething I'd like to know," she said.

After gathering the hrkleshira, she had sent Deacon back to the base alone in hisrover. The Exclaimer
Brthklashikort sat folded into the passenger seat beside her. "Yes?"

"Well, two things, redly. Firgt, how all the hrkleshira became affected when only afew of them were
exposed to the prospector—and next, what you were doing out there with them so often.”

"Watching, monitoring, no more,” said the Exclaimer, turning its blank globular gaze on her.

Hannah nodded dubioudy. "Overtly maybe," she said. "But are you sure there wasn't moreto it than
thet?'

The Exclamer sraightened in its seat as much asit could. "I'mintrigued. For instance?"
"For instance, oh ... communication of some sort? Something very subtle. Maybe even telepathy.”
"Telepathy?" The Exclamer drummed itslong fingersonitslegs. "You're joking, surely.”

Hannah shrugged. " Some of the reports | saw, even some made by Deacon himself, noted how
preternaturaly coordinated some of the hrkleshira's actions seemed to be. I've observed it mysdlf.
Maybe they actualy do have somekind of crude group

telepathy at work, sharing surviva information, or maybe it's smpleingtinct that letsthem pick up on
behaviora cuesfrom the rest of the group. But whatever it is, you must know alot more about it than any
of usdo, and you may even know how to strengthen or weaken those signals.” She paused to steer them
around alarge boulder. "Maybe even to the point where you could keep them out of hibernation for
longer than they ordinarily would have stayed without water."

"Or perhaps | might have been driving themto it prematurely.”
"Perhaps," said Hannah. "But at this point | would tend to doubt it."
The Exclamer stared straight ahead out the windshield. "Not all your people would.”

"But telepathy, man!™ Hannah pounded the steering column in her excitement. "If it exists, do you redize
what an amazing miracle that is? Come on, please, you haveto tell meif I'mright.”

For severd moments, thedien satin dlence. "Hannah," it said at last, "you're rushing to conclusions
again, as you so often tend to do. The true miracle lies not in telepathy or any other fanciful
process, but in the mere fact that widely disparate species can communicate with one another at
all, whatever the mechanism.”

It turned its huge eyestoward her. "Humans are easily startled creatures, as are my people. We
wouldn't want to upset the balance of that delicate, fragile, vitd mechanismwith wild speculation



in paranoid ears. Correct?"

Chagtened, Hannah watched the dusty ground churn through the cones of her headlightsfor nearly hdf a
kilometer. Finaly shesaid, "Inthat case, I'll just say thank you. Thank you for dl the help you've given
us All ofit.”

"You're very welcome,” said the Exclamer. " And thank you. Thank you for listening beyond what
was said. It was a braver act than | hope you will ever have cause to realize.”

Hannah nodded without understanding, wanting to ask for

e
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clarification but somehow afraid that to do so would be to betray some fundamental and tragic racid flaw
that only an Exclamer could see.

They finished therest of the drivein slence.

In her quarters, Hannah extended her hair to its greatest length and lay on her bed with it pillowed around
her head in acomforting nimbus. She stared at the dim ceiling, fedling pleased and proud and strong, but
for some reason completely unable to deep. After awhile, she realized what she needed to do. Sherose,
crossed the room, and woke up her desktop. She fussed over the woirding of her two ansiblegramsfor a
very long time, though in the end she said much the same thing in each. Her message to Fatima, however,
contained an extrainvitation that Derek's didn't:

Nixed da's offer. Hard way | go, but debts R mine alone, catharsis mine. No | can proxy./Bsides, love work &
animals here 2 much. MayB promotion, more $, but still @ least | yrs pledge. Cant predict return date
yet./MayB we find way U join me?/L»°°, H
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With the messages queued for transmission, Hannah put her worries about the future aside and dept
peecefully, at least for that one night.
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It wasn't exactly an argument that drove Detective Lieutenant Dion Curson out of hishouse a oneinthe
morning; it was more like arecurrent migraine no one had warned him about when hefirst said "1 do" to
his bride, Sondra, whom he loved without reserve.

Sometimes, almost without reserve, Liketonight.
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