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| liein this cool bed on Lina Base, ny body coated with burn creans
and wapped in |ight bandages in the areas where the skin grafts have yet to
take. | told ny counselor that every time | wake up, | renenber sonething
else. | told her that I wanted to nmake notes, to organize ny thoughts before
t he second round of questions begin. This norning she brought me the small,
voi ce-activated conputer that hangs on the side of ny bed rail. | don't know
i f soneone el se can access what | wite; | suspect anyone can. | don't care. |
do need to get organized, for nyself. | need to wite down the entire story ny
way before too many questions taint it. | used to counsel nmy own patients to
do that -- fifteen years ago, when | was Justin Schafer, Ph.D., instead of Dr.
Schafer, the man whose name is spoken in a cool, dismssive tone.

Fifteen years ago. Wen | had friends, respect, and a future, when
peopl e believed in ne, even nore than | believed in myself.

Il

They brought me in after the fifth nurder

The shuttle dropped ne on the landing site at the salt cliffs,
over | ooki ng the golden waters of the Singing Sea. Apparently, something in the
shuttle fuel harmed the vegetation near the small colony, so they devel oped a
landing strip on the barren cliff tops at the beginning of the desert. Wnds
and salt had destroyed the plastic shelter, so | wore the required body scarf
and some specially devel oped reflective cream Before he left, the shuttle
pil ot pointed out the doned city in the distance. He said he had radi oed them
to send someone for ne. | clutched nmy water bottle tightly, refusing to drink
until 1 was parched.

A hot, dry breeze rustled the scarf around ny face. The breeze snell ed
of daffodils, or so it seened. It had been so long since | had been to Earth,
I was no | onger sure what daffodils snelled |ike.

The desert spanned between me and the donmed city. | wasn't sure if the
reflections | saw were done lights or a mirage. To ny left, salt continually
eroded down the cliff face, little crystals rolling and tunbling to the white
beach bel ow. The Singing Sea devoured the crystals, leaving a salt scumthat
refl ected the harsh light of the sun. I wondered if this was where, decades
ago, the mners had begun their slaughter of the Dancers. The Dancers were a
protected speci es now, perhaps one one-hundredth of their original nunbers.

Thi s place had a number of protected species, but nost |ived far away
fromthe col ony. The only known Dancer habitat was at the edge of the doned



city. All the materials sent to me on Mnar Base pointed to the Dancers as the
cause of the nurders. The colonists wanted nme to nake a recommendati on that
woul d be used in a prelimnary injunction, a recomrendati on on whet her the
Dancers had acted with malicious intent. That idea |eft ne queasy and brought
t he dreanms back.

| gl anced back at the barren brown | and | eading to the done. The
colonists called this Bountiful. Colonists who escaped the planet called it
the Gateway to Hell. | could understand why, with the endl ess heat, the
oxygen-poor air, and the salt-polluted water. Just before |I left the base,
spoke with an old man who had spent his chil dhood on this planet. The old
man's skin was shriveled and dried fromtoo many hours in an unkind sun. He
ate no salt, and he filled his quarters with fresh, cool water. He said he was
so relieved to becone an adult, because then he could legally escape the
pl anet. He had warned me to stay away. And if | had had a choice, | would
never have cone.

"Justin Schafer?"

| turned. A wonan stood at the edge of the trail |eading back to the
done. Her body-length white sand scarf fluttered with the breeze.

“I'mNetta Goldin. 1'"'mto take you to the col ony."

"We' re wal ki ng?"

She smled. "The ecology here is fragile. W have | earned to accept a
nunber of inconveniences."” The reflective white creamgathered in the Iines on
her face, naking her appear creased. "I hear they brought you in fromthe base
near Mnar. Mnar is supposed to be lovely."

"They cl osed the planet al nbst a decade ago." A shiver went through ne.
M nar was lovely, and | hated it. "Your name is famliar."

"I"'mthe head of the colony."

| remenbered now. The scratchy femal e voice over the tel ecorder. "Then
you' re the one who had ne brought in."

She adjusted nmy scarf hood. The heat seemed to increase, but the
prickling on ny scalp stopped. "You' re the best person for the job."

"I deal in human aberration. You need a specialist.”

"No." She threaded her armthrough mine and wal ked down the trail. The
salt crunched beneath our feet. "I need sonmeone who knows human and xeno
psychol ogy. You seemto be the only one left on either nearby base."

"l thought you were convinced the natives are doing this."

"I think the deaths have happened because of interaction between our
peopl e and the Dancers. It's clear that the Dancers killed the children, but
we don't know why. | want you to investigate those dynamics. | also want this
done fast. | want to do sonething about the Dancers, protect my people better
than | amnow. But | understand that you need to investigate the natives in
their own environnment, so we have taken no action."”

The wind played with my sand scarf. A runnel of sweat trickled down ny
back. "I"mnot licensed to practice xenopsychol ogy."

"That's a lie, Dr. Schafer. | researched you rather heavily before
went to the expense of bringing you here. The Ethics Committee suspended your
license for one year as a formality. That was nine years ago. You are stil

licensed, and still interested in the field."

| pulled my armfromhers. | had sat by the sea that first norning on
M nar, too. | had been thirty years old and so sure | could understand
everyone, human or alien. And | did understand, finally, too |ate.

"I don't want to do this job," | said.

"You're the only one who can do it." She had cl asped her hands behind
her back. "All the other xenopsychol ogists in the quadrant have specialized in
one species or refuse to do forensic work. Besides, no one is better at this
t han you."

"They charged me with inciting genocide on Mnar."

"And acquitted you. Your actions were |logical, given the evidence."

Logical. | should have seen how the | and encroached, poisoned, ate away
human skin. We |learned later that Mnaran skin oils were al so acidic, but



didn't cause the sane kind of damage. The original colonists had died first
because of |and poi soning, not because the M narans were acting on an old
vendetta. Al the work the natives had done, they had done to save the
colonists. | had ascribed a human notive -- the wong human notive -- and had
decimated a sentient race. "I don't want to nmake the sane ni stake again."

"Cood," she said. The wind blew her scarf across her face. She brushed
the cloth away with a cream covered hand. "Because then you won't."

L1

The cool air in the neeting roomsnelled of netallic processing.
shifted in ny chair. Despite the reflective creamand clothing, ny skin had
turned a blotchy red. My scalp itched. Little rai sed bunps had forned
underneath my hair. | was afraid to touch them afraid they m ght burst.

| glanced at the others. Davis, a thin, wiry man from Li na Base, headed
the | aboratory team Sanders, head of the medical unit, had hands half the
size of mine. |I found nyself staring at her, wondering how someone so petite
could spend her tinme sifting through the clues left in a dead body. And of
course, Netta. Her hair was dark, her skin bronzed by the planet's sun. Netta

had brought themall in to brief me. The only person m ssing was the head of
the city's security.

The artificial lighting seemed pale after the brightness of the sun
The buil ding was nade of old white terraplastic -- the kind col onists brought

with themto formtenporary structures until they could build fromthe

pl anet's natural materials. Wod and stone were not scarce conmodities here,
yet it was alnost as if the original colonists had been afraid to use anythi ng
native.

Finally a small nman, his hair greased back and his face darkened by the
sun, entered. He dunped papers and hol ot ubes on the desk in front of Netta.
"Thank you," she said. She pushed her chair back and caught the small man by
the arm "Justin, this is D. Marvin Tanner. He heads the security forces for
this area. If you have any questions about the investigative work prior to
this time, you should direct those questions to him"

Tanner's gaze darted around the room touching everyone but settling on

no one. | wondered what nmade Tanner so nervous. He had worked with the others.
I was the only new person in the room
"Most of what | will tell you is in your packet, for your own personal

review later," Netta said. "But let me give you a general briefing now before
we show the holos." She let go of Tanner's arm He sat down next to me. He
snel l ed of sweat and col ogne. "They found the first victimthree Earth nonths
ago. Linette Bisson was el even years old. She had been propped agai nst the
front door of her honme like a rag doll. Someone had renoved her hands, heart,
and | ungs.

"The next victim David Tom inson, appeared three weeks later. Sane
M O. Three nore children -- Katie Dengler, Andrew Liser, and Henry Illn --
were found two weeks apart. Again, same M O These children all played
toget her. They were the same age. And, according to their parents, none of the
| ast three seenmed too terribly frightened by the deaths of their friends."

She paused, glanced at ne. Children often had no concept of death, and
the things they feared were not the things adults feared. That the children
were not frightened had | ess significance for nme than it seemed to have for
Netta

"The Dancers mature differently than we do," Sanders said. Her voice
was soft and as delicate as she was. "They do grow, a little, but their heart,
l ungs, and hands work |ike our teeth. The old ones nust be renoved before the
new ones can grow into place. They have devel oped an el aborate rite of passage
that ends with the cerenmpnial renoval of the adol escent's organs.”

| turned to Netta. "You said the Dancers interacted with the
col oni sts. "

She nodded. "For decades we've had an informal relationship. They
devel op the herbs we use in our exports. W haven't had any trouble, unti



NOW.

"And the Dancers were allowed inside the donme?"

"W restricted themwhen the killings started, and now they're not
allowed at all."

"W al so set up done guards,” Tanner said. "The done doors have no
| ocks and can be operated fromthe inside or the outside. W had done that as
a precaution so no colonist wiuld die trapped outside the done."

Col oni sts, colony. Fascinating the way that |anguage had not evol ved
here. The "col ony" had been settled for nearly a century. Gadually, it should
have eased into "settlenent" or "city." The domed area had no nane, and even
peopl e |ike Tanner, who had lived on the planet their entire lives, felt no
sense of permanence.

"W have sonme holos we'd like to show you," Tanner said. He had set up
t he equi pnent at the edge of the table. He noved chairs and a garbage can away
fromthe wall, leaving a wi de, blank space. He flicked on the switch, and a
hol o | eaped i nto being before us.

Laughter filled the room children's |aughter. Twel ve chil dren huddl ed
on the floor, playing a gane | did not recognize. The children all appeared
t he sane age, except for one, who sat off to one side and watched. He appeared
to be about eight. The ol der children would pound their fists on the ground
three times, then touch hands. One child would nmoan or roll away. The others
woul d | augh.

Tanner froze the image. "These are the children," he said. He noved
near the inmages, stopping by a slim blonde girl whose face was bright with
| aughter. "Linette Bisson," he said. Then he noved to a solid boy with rugged
features who was | eaning forward, his hand in a small fist. "David Tom inson."

Tanner nmoved to the next child, his body visible through the holos in
front of him | shivered. Seeing the living Tanner nove through the projected
bodi es of dead children rai sed hackles on the back of my neck. Superstition
Racial menmory. My ancestors believed in ghosts.

He | ooked at a dark-haired girl who frowned at the little boy who sat
al one. "Katie Dengler. Beside her, Andrew Liser and Henry Illn." The boys were
rolling on the ground, holding their stonmachs. Their mirth would have been
catching if | hadn't known the circunmstances of their deaths.

Tanner went back to the hol oj ecter

"Who are the other children?" | asked. At |east eight were not
accounted for.
"You'll meet them" Netta said. "They still run together."

| nodded and wat ched. Tanner swi tched i mages, and the projection noved
again. The children's clothing changed. They wore scarves and reflective
cream A mddl e-aged wonan with sun-black skin stood beside them "Do as |
say," she said. "Nothing nore." They turned their backs on me and wal ked past
trees and houses until the dome appeared. The worman flicked a switch, and the
done rose. The children waved, and the dome cl osed behind them The younger
boy ran into the picture, but an adult suddenly appeared and stopped him

Tanner froze the image. | stared at the boy, seeing the dejection in
his shoulders. | had stood like that so many tinmes since Mnar, watching ny
col | eagues nove to other projects, while | had to stay behind.

"We think this is the first time the Dancers net with the children,”
Tanner sai d.

"Who is that boy?" | asked.

"Katie Dengler's brother. M chael."

"And the woman?"

"Latona Etanl. She's a nenber of the Extra-Species Alliance." Netta
answered that question. Her voice dripped with bitterness. "She believed that
havi ng the children | earn about the Dancers woul d ease rel ati ons between us."

| glanced at her. "There have been probl ens?"

"No. The Alliance believes that we are abusing the Dancers because we
do not understand their culture."” Netta |l eaned back in her chair, but her body
remai ned tense. "l thought we had a strong cooperative relationship until she



tried to change things."

| frowned. The Alliance was a small, independent group with bases on
all settled planets. Theoretically, the Aliance was supposed to pronote
under st andi ng between the col onists and the natives. In sone areas, Alliance
menbers spent so nmuch tinme with the natives that they absorbed and practiced
native beliefs. On those lands the Alliance becane a chanpion for the
downt rodden native. In other |ands the group assisted the colonists in
systematically destroying native culture. And sonetines the group actually
fulfilled its mssion. The Alliance representatives | had net were as varied
as the planets they worked on

"How | ong ago was this holo taken?" | asked.
"Al nost a year," Tanner said. "But the children weren't as taken with
t he Dancers as Latona thought they would be. | believe that was the only

visit."

"What has changed since then? Wiat has provoked t he Dancers?"

Netta gl anced at Tanner. She sighed. "W want to take control of the
xar edon, | eredon, and ededon plants."

The basis of Salt Juice, the colonists' chief export. Salt Juice was
one of the nost exhilarating intoxicants the gal axy had ever known. It nixed
qui ckly with the bloodstream |left the user euphoric, and had no known side
ef fects: no hangovers, no hallucinations, no addictions, and no danger ous
physi cal responses. That export alone brought in a small fortune. "I didn't
know t he Dancers controlled the herbs," | said.

"They grow the herbs and give us the adult plants. W' ve been trying to
get themto teach us to grow the plants, but they refuse." Netta shook her
head. "I don't know why, either. W don't pay them W don't give them
anything for their help."

"And the negotiations broke off?"

"About a week before the first death." The deep voice surprised ne. It
bel onged to Davis. | had forgotten he was there.

Anot her fact that | would have to investigate. | was developing quite a
nmental checkli st.

"Let me show you the final image," Tanner said. "It's of the first
death. You can see the others if you want in the viewing library. This one
begi ns the pattern carried through on the rest."

He clicked the inmage. The scene in front of me was grim Linette, her
hair | onger and sun-bl onde, her skin darker than it had been in the first
projection, |eaned agai nst one of the terraformed doors. Her feet stretched
out in front of her; her arms rested at her sides. Her chest was open, dark
and matted with bl ood. Tanner froze the projection, and this tine | got up
examning the halo fromall sides. The stunps at the ends of her arms were
bl ood-covered. Her clothing was al so bl oodst ai ned, but that could have been
caused by her bleeding arns. Blood did coat the chest cavity, though. Whoever
had killed her had acted quickly. The girl's eyes were wide and had an
i nqui sitive expression. Her mouth was drawn in a slight _O of surprise or
pai n.

"The wounds match the wounds made by Dancer cerenpnial tools," Davis

said. "I can show you nore down in the lab later if you want."

| nodded, feeling sick. "Please shut that off," | said. Turner flicked
a switch, and the inmage di sappeared. Five children, dead and mutilated. | had
to get out of the room | had received too much information, and seen too

much. My stomach threatened to betray nme. The others stared at ne.

"Thi s packet and the information you' ve given so far should be enough
for me to get started,” | said. | stood up and clutched the chair for support.
"I"'msure that | will return with questions.” | let nyself out of the room and
took a deep breath. The inage of the child remained at the edge of ny brain,
mngling with that of other dead colonists on a world ten years away.

| heard rustling inside the conference room and knew | had to be gone
before they energed. | hurried through the dimy lit corridor. Sunlight glared
t hrough the cracks around the outside door. | stopped and exani ned the al npst



i nch-wi de space between the door and its frame, forcing nyself to think about
t hi ngs ot her than hol ographic images. Cearly, the people who |lived inside the
done had no fear of the elenents or of each other. Anyone, or anything, could
open that door by wedgi ng sonething inside the crack

| felt better outside the room The people inside nmade ne fee
unconfortabl e. They had di scovered what they could through instrunments and
nmeasures and other "scientific" things. | had to craw inside alien mnds and
see what had caused such nurders. If the col onists had suspected a human
killer, they would have brought any one of half a dozen other specialists to
the planet. Instead they had brought ne.

| had to see the Dancers clearly, w thout dead M narans cloudi ng ny
vision. If the Dancers killed with malicious intent, the colony had to be
protected or noved. | would sinmply approach things differently this tine.
Instead of going to the | eaders of the colony, | would go to Galactic
Security. That m ght prevent slaughter. The Dancers, with their small
popul ati on, were easier prey than the M narans.

| stepped outside and blinked at the blue-tinted |ight. The done
filtered the sunlight, deflecting the dangerous ultraviolet rays and all ow ng
only a nodi cum of heat inside. Roses grew beside the door, and young mapl es
lined the wal ks. Patches of grass peeked through, hidden by bushes and ot her
flowering plants. The care that the col onists had not placed in their hones,
they had placed in making the interior of the dome look like Earth. It felt
odd to stand here, anong familiar trees and | ush vegetation, and to know t hat
just outside the donme, a different alien world waited.

| crouched beside the roses and put my hand in the soil. Perhaps it was
| ess alkaline than the salt cliffs had led ne to believe. O perhaps the
colonists had inported the soil, as they had inported everything else. | saw

no reason to live in a new place if | were going to try so hard to nmake it
ook like the place | had left. That attitude was a difference between nme and
the colonists. | would collect thousands of differences before | was through
The probl em was whet her thousands were enough or if they neant anything at
all. The differences | had to concentrate on were the differences between
human and Dancer thought. Something that should have taken a lifetine to
study, | would have to discover in a matter of weeks.
IV

That night | dreaned of the M narans. Their sl eek seal bodies dripped
with water. They hovered around ne, oversized eyes reproachful, as if they
were trying to warn me of something | woul d never understand. They reached out
to touch ne, and |I slapped their fingered fins away. Shudders ran through ny
body. They had caused the nurders. But | knew if | told the colonists, they

woul d sl aughter the Mnarans -- the fat nothers, the tiny males, and the white
pups that, not that rmuch earlier, the children had watched as if they were
pets. M naran bl ood was colorless but thick. It still coated ny hands, |eaving

t hem sticky and usel ess.

I blinked nyself awake. A fan whirred in the darkness. The bl anket
covering me was scratchy and too hot. | coughed, and tasted nmetallic air in
the back of nmy throat. The apartment Netta had given nme seenmed snmall and
cl ose.

| had done nothing right since the Mnaran trial. | should have
resi gned from psychol ogy, let my licenses | apse, and bought back my contract.
| had had the nobney then. | hadn't had to serve out nmy tine on M nar Base, the

pl anet hovering in nmy viewscreen |like an ugly rem nder. Instead | stayed,
wrote abstracts and papers, conducted studies, and worked with an intensity
that | hadn't known | had. My coll eagues ignored ne, and |I tried to ignore
nmysel f. Just before she left ne, Carol accused me of idolizing the M narans.
She said that | had buried nmy enptions in the search for the cause of nmy own
flaws. Perhaps | did idolize the Mnarans, and | knew that | had stored ny
enotions far away fromnyself. But | thought | knew the cause of nmy own fl aws.
| didn't hide in my work. | liked to think that | was atoning.



| rolled over. The sheets were cool on the far side of the bed. Mybe
my sense of guilt allowed ne to let nmy contract safeguards | apse so that
someone like Netta could buy ny services for the next Earth year. The darkness

seened to close around nme, press on ne. Wien | closed ny eyes, | saw the
M nar ans.

| could, | supposed, cancel the contract and head to Lina Base for
reeducati on, never to practice psychol ogy again. But the work was all | had.

Perhaps | was atoning. O perhaps | hadn't |earned.

| rose early and drank my coffee outside, watching the col ony wake up
| sat on the stoop of the apartment buil ding, |ooking over sonme sort of
evergreen bush at the street beyond. The apartnments were clearly for guests of

the colony. | had heard no one in the building during the night, and no one
passed me on the way to work.
The streets were full, however. Adults carrying satchels and briefcases

wal ked by, chatting. O hers wore grubby clothes and carried nothing. A few
wor e sand scarves and hel ped each other apply reflective cream Wrk seened to
start at the same tinme. | would have wagered that the workday ended at the
sane tine, too.

In ny wanderings | had noticed no taverns and no restaurants, no place
for the colonists to gather and socialize after the workday had ended.
wonder ed what the colonists did for recreation besides garden

| got up, went inside, and put my nmug into the washer. Then | went back
outside. The last of the stragglers had gone up the street, and in the near
silence, | heard a squeal of laughter, followed by a child' s voice. | followed
the sound. It didn't seemtoo far away. The | aughter cane again, and again,
guiding me to it. | wal ked the opposite direction of the workers, past
terraplastic homes with no wi ndows, |arge gardens that passed for |awns, and
fences dividing property. The |aughter grew closer. | turned and saw a smal
corner park, marked off by three weeping willows. Flowers grew |like a fence
al ong the wal kway, and inside, on the grass, about ten children sat in a
circle, playing the ganme | had seen them play on the hol ogram

One child stood back, |eaning on the gate. He was tall for his age, but
the I ongi ng expression on his face made hi m seem even younger than he was. |
wondered if my face used to | ook Iike that on nights after the Mnar trial
when | used to pass ny colleagues in the nmiddl e of heated roundtable
di scussions. | suppressed a sigh and stood beside the boy. It took a nonent
for me to recall his nane. M chael Dengl er

"What are they playing?"

He gl anced over at ne, seemi ngly surprised that soneone would talk to
him "Race."

The children pounded their fists on the ground three tines, then made

di fferent hand gestures. They |aughed. | watched the nuscles bulge in their
arnms, wondering what kind of exercise programthey were on. One girl rolled
away, stood up, arched her back, and grow ed. "Limabog!" "Arachni!" "Cat!"

"Il'nea!" the children called. At each nane the girl shook her head. Finally
someone yelled, "Bear!" She nodded, joined the circle again, and the fist
poundi ng started all over.

"How do you play?" | asked.

H's fromn grew until his entire face turned blood-red. "I don't," he
sai d.

The hair on the back of my neck prickled, and for a noment | heard the
hushed whi spers of former friends gossiping about ny failures. | swall owed,
determ ned to distance nyself fromthe boy. "Don't you play with friends your
own age?"

M chael stopped | eaning on the fence. "You' re one of the strangers here
for the Salt Juice, aren't you?"

| gave a hal f-nod, not bothering to correct his m sconception

"You got kids?"



"No," | said.

He shrugged. "Then it stays the sane. I'mthe only kid ny age. My nom
and dad didn't follow the rules.”

The children burst into laughter, and another child rolled away, this
ti me approaching the group on all fours. Apparently, this colony stil
followed the practice of having children in certain age groups, then spacing
the next group at |east four years away. It was a survival tactic for many new
col oni es.

"So you want to play with the ol der kids," | said.

"Yeah." | could feel the wistfulness in his voice. He watched fromthe
outside; | had witten papers about other people's work. M chael glanced over
at the children, his hands clenching. "But they won't let ne play until | grow

and learn to think like a big kid. Mom says they should take me for who I am™
He | ooked at ne, his nmouth set in a thin line. "Wat do you think?"

Such an easy question, asked to the wong person. | had al ways thought
for nyself, and it had gained ne respect and a following -- until Mnar. After
that, | stood at the edge of the roundtabl e discussions instead of |eading

them waiting for soneone to pull back a chair and let me in. If | had said I
was sorry, opened nyself up for dissection, perhaps | wouldn't be standing
friendl ess on an unfaniliar planet

“In the ideal world, your nomis right," | said. "But sonetinmes you
have to do what the group wants if you're going to be accepted."”

M chael crossed his arnms in front of his chest, his fists stil
cl enched. Hi s body | anguage nade his thoughts clear: he didn't want to believe
what | said. | wouldn't have, either, in his position, but |I hoped he would
take nmy advice. Standing outside the group, watching, was nuch nore painful
t han pl ayi ng insi de.

"Coul d you explain the gane to ne?" | asked softly.

"No!" He spun, started down the pathway. "Maybe they will. They talk to
gr own- ups. "

He half-ran away fromme. | alnpst started after him then I et himgo

The boy reached me because | saw a simlarity between us. He didn't have a | ot
to do with nmy investigation

The children | aughed behind ne as if they hadn't noticed his outburst.
| took Mchael's place at the fence and watched, to see if |I could |learn the
gane from observation before | tried talking with the children

Vi

By mi dday the done filter changed, giving the colony a sepia tone. The
children had refused to talk to me, running when | approached. | decided that
I would get Netta to arrange a tinme for ne talk with them Then | wal ked to
the office of the Extra-Species Aliance, hoping to talk to Latona Etanl

The office was clearly marked, one of the few buildings with any
identification at all. Tulips and lilies of the valley bl ossoned across the
yard, and two maple trees shaded the pathway. The office building itself was
made of terraplastic, but it seened |arger, perhaps because of the w ndows
besi de the door

| rmounted the stoop and saw, through the wi ndow, a worman get up from
her desk. The door swung open in front of ne, and I found nyself staring at
the wonman fromthe holos. | recogni zed her sun-bl ackened face. It took ne a
nmonent to realize she wasn't wearing a sand scarf. Her long black hair went
down to her knees and w apped around her like a second skin.

"Ms. Etanl," | said, "I'm-- "
"You're Dr. Schafer. 1've been waiting for you." She stood away from
t he door, and | stepped inside.
The room had the rich, potent aronma of lilies of the valley. A bunch of

flowers was gathered in a vase by the wi ndow O her vases rested on end tables
besi de the wi de couch and easy chairs that filled the rest of the space. A
hal | way opened beyond the desk, leading to other, smaller roons. The

sepi a-col ored |ight shining through the wi ndows nmade the outdoors nuddy and



the interior even brighter than it should have been

"Your offices are lovely," | said to cover ny surprise at her greeting.

"W |ike to have pleasant surroundings,"” she said, and | thought I
heard a ki nd of condemmation in her voice. "Care for a seat?"

She noved over to one of the easy chairs and waited for me to follow |
sat on the couch, sinking into the soft cushions. She sat down at the edge of
her seat, looking as if she were going to spring up at a nmonent's notice.

"Ms. Etanl -- "

"Lat ona. "

"Latona. |'msurprised you knew who | was."

"The colony's snmall. And Netta told us you woul d come." She adjusted

her hair over her legs as if it were a skirt. "She blames ne for taking the
children out of the colony. She thinks | started the Dancers on this."

Latona hadn't | ooked at ne. "What do you think?" | asked.

She shook her head. "I don't think the Dancers are capable of such
killings."

"From ny understanding,” | said slowmy, "Dancers don't kill their
young. They performthe nutilations to help adol escents reach maturity. Could
somet hi ng have happened in that one neeting that woul d have nade the Dancers
try to hel p human chil dren?"

She finally | ooked at me. Her eyes were w de and bl ack, the col or of
her hair. "You haven't seen the Dancers yet, have you?"

I shook ny head.

"You need to. And then you can ask me questions.'

She took a deep

breath, as if hesitating about what she was about to say. "I'll take you if
you like."

" Now?"

She nodded. "W have protective gear in the back."

My heart thudded against nmy chest. | hadn't expected to see the Dancers
yet, but | was ready. Alittle thrill ran down ny spine.

We got up, and she led me down the hall to one of the back offices. As
she wal ked past an open office door, she peeked inside. A man sat behind a
desk, his bald head bowed over a snmall conputer screen. "Daniel, |'mtaking
Dr. Schafer to see the Dancers."

He gl anced up, and | realized he was younger than | first thought --
thirty or less. "Wuld you like a second?"

She shook her head. "Unl ess he thinks we need one.

She was asking ne a question without directing it at ne. | shook ny
head. "If she thinks the two of us will be fine, I1'mnot going to
second- guess. "

Dani el sniled, showing a row of very white teeth. "Latona is our best.
She's studied the Dancers her entire life."

Latona had already started down the hall. | nodded at Daniel, then
foll owed her. The room she entered was the size of a small closet. She flicked
on a light and pulled two sand scarves from pegs. She took out a jar of
reflective creamand handed it to ne. | applied it. The goo was col d agai nst
nmy face, and snelled faintly sweet. Then | wapped the sand scarf around ne
and waited as Latona did the sane. She tied a small pack to her waist. Finally
she pulled two pairs of sunglasses out of a drawer and handed nme one.

"Put these on after we | eave the donme," she said.

We | eft through a door on the back side. The sepia tone of the done
seened to have grown darker. Latona led nme across the yard along an enpty
pat hway until we reached the dome. Two men stood beside the structure, |ooking
bored. Latona nodded at them

"I"'mtaking Dr. Schafer to see the Dancers."

"Netta permt this?" one of the men asked.

Lat ona sighed. "She doesn't have to. Dr. Schafer is off-world."

The man | ooked as if he were about to say nore, but his partner grabbed
his arm He pushed a button, and the dome door slid open. Dry heat seeped in,
maki ng the air inside the dome feel as plastic as the buildings. | followed



Lat ona outside and heard the doors squeak cl osed behind us.

Sunlight reflected off the white creamon ny face, nmonentarily blinding
me. The wind rustled ny sand scarf. | already felt overdressed. The air
snel led of salt, daffodils, and prom ses.

Lat ona tugged her hood over her face and headed into the wind. | bent
and foll owed, wishing that | could see nore of the desert. But the w nd was
strong and bl ew the sand at a dangerous rate. | put on the glasses, thankful
for the way they eased the glare.

"Netta hates it when | visit the Dancers," Latona said, "but she can't
stop me. I'mnot officially a colony nmenber. Neither are you."

"Why did you bring the children out here?" The sand was deep and thick
and | was having troubl e wal ki ng.

Latona seenmed to follow no trail. "There are a |lot of creatures on this
pl anet that the colonists ignore. Little sand devils that burrow tunnels bel ow
the surface, birds with helicopter-like w ngs, and insects. Daniel is studying
the birds to see if they're intelligent. Mcah, one of ny other colleagues,
has determ ned that the sand devils are not. But the Dancers are intelligent,
in their owmn way."

The sand becane thin and packed, alnost a nmud-like surface. | gl anced
back. The done was a small bubble in the distance.

"The early miners hated the Dancers and killed them The killing
st opped, though, when the col onists discovered Salt Juice."

"This is history," | said. My voice sounded breathless. "I want to know
about now. "

"I"'mgetting to now The Dancers grow the herbs for Salt Juice, and
al t hough the colonists have tried, they can't. So they need the Dancers as
another intelligent species. The colonists take the plants w thout reconpense,
and the Dancers just grow nore. | know sonme of the colonists think the
children's deaths are retaliation.”

"And you don't think so."

Lat ona shook her head. "That's a human reaction. The Dancers are a
di fferent species. They have very alien thought processes.”

The wi nd had eased, but ny skin felt battered. | brought a hand up to
nmy cheek and felt sand on the cream Sweat ran down ny back, and ny throat was

dry. "You have water in the pack?" | asked.

Lat ona stopped, opened the pack, and handed nme a small plastic bottle.
| saw others lined in rows of six. | put the bottle to my lips and drank. The
water was flat and warm but the wetness felt good. | handed the bottle back
to Latona, and she finished the water, putting the enpty bottle into her pack

"We're alnost there,"” she said. "I want you to do what | tell you and
not hi ng el se. The Dancers will come when | call them and will touch you.

They're only trying to see what you are. Their fingers are nore sensitive than
their eyes."

We stepped into a shadowy darkness, and it took me a nmoment to realize
that we had reached trees. They had dark, spindly trunks, w nd-whipped and
twi sted. Sand caught in the ridges, making the trees | ook scarred. The tops of
the trees unfolded |ike unbrellas, the ropelike |eaves entangl ed and brai ded
to forma canopy. Latona took her hood down, renoved her gl asses, and
whi st | ed.

Dar k shapes approached from ahead of us. | let nmy hood down and
pocketed ny sungl asses. The creatures weren't wal ki ng, although they were
upright. They al nost glided al ong the hard-packed sand, their feet barely
touching. The creatures had long, twi g-thin bodies with shiny black skin, two
legs, two arnms, and a wide, oblong head with large silver eyes. It was easy to
see why the colonists had called them dancers; they noved with a fluid grace,
as if they made every step in time to a nmusic that | couldn't hear

My heart pounded agai nst my chest. The Dancers surrounded us and
touched us lightly I clutched ny hands into fists, fighting the feeling of
bei ng trapped. Latona held her head back, eyes closed, and | did the sane.
Fingers with skin like soft rubber touched ny nouth, ny nose, ny eyelids.



didn't nove. The Dancers snelled of cinnanmon and sonet hing tangy, sonething
couldn't identify. The bunps on my scalp burned as the Dancers touched them |
wanted to nove nmy head away, but | didn't.

| heard whistling and | ow hunms. The sounds seened to follow a pattern
and felt, after a nonent, as famliar as a bird' s call. | opened ny eyes.
Latona had stepped away fromthe Dancers a little. She was gesturing and
churring. One of the Dancers touched her face and then whistled three tines,
in short bursts.

"He said they would be pleased to have you visit their homes."

| pulled away fromthe Dancers near nme. Even though they were no | onger
touching ne, | could still feel their rubbery fingers against ny skin.
gl anced at Latona and then at the Dancers again. They had no visible,
recogni zabl e sexual characteristics. | wondered how she knew the speaker's
gender. "Thank him"

She did. W wal ked with the single Dancer through the canopied trees.

My heartbeat slowed. | could feel nyself growing calmer. If the Dancers were
going to hurt us, they would have done so when we net them at the edge of the
forest. Perhaps. | was assigning human logic. | shook ny head and tried to

clear my m nd.

The vegetation grew thicker and the air cooler as we hit areas w thout
sunlight. My eyes adjusted to the darkness, and | saw cloth-like materi al
stretched around four trees |ike handmade tents. The Dancer continued tal ki ng,
touching things as if he were giving us a tour. Latona did not translate.

We followed himinside one of the tents. There the tangy ci nnanon scent
was stronger. | touched the tent material, and it felt |ike water-proof
canvas. Rugs made from | eaves covered the ground, and in the corners sat gl ass
jars that cast a phosphorescent gl ow around the room

"He says he would like to welcone us to his hone."

"Tell himwe're honored."

She responded. | exam ned the glass jars. They were crude. The gl ass
had bubbl es, ripples, and waves. The light inside noved as if it were caused
by sonething living.

Qur host whistled and churred. Latona watched nme. "Wat is he sayi ng?"
| asked.

She gl anced at the Dancer as if she hadn't heard him Then she snil ed.
"Right now he's saying that if he were a good host, he would give you a jar,
but the jars are valuable, too valuable to give to a guest who will disappear
bef ore the day ends."

"Tell himthat | plan to return --

She shook her head. "It doesn't matter.'’
"You need to see the rest of the homes."

I followed her into the shaded darkness of outside. "Shouldn't you
t hank hi nP"

"No." She led me toward nore of the tent-like structures. Dancers
energed, hands reaching for our faces. Latona ducked this tine. | did, too. |
was a bit nore at ease, but | didn't want themto touch ne again.

From appear ances, the Dancers seenmed to be a hunter-gatherer culture.

She slipped out of the tent.

The entire area | acked permanence. The ground seened untended and wild. | saw
no signs of cultivation. But then, | didn't know what | was | ooking for. For
all I knew, the canopied trees were an edi bl e, renewabl e resource.

"This is it," Latona said.

| stared at the tents, the scattered possessions, the Dancers huddl ed
around ne |ike shadows in the |ate-afternoon sunlight. "Wich ones are the
chi | dren?"

"The children live el sewhere. Let ne ask permi ssion to see them™
Latona turned to a Dancer beside her and spoke. The Dancer whistled and
churred in response, gesturing at ne. Latona nodded once, and then the Dancer
wal ked forward. "Come on," Latona said.

| followed. The hard-packed nmud curved inward, as if feet had worn a
snoot h path through the trees. There were no tents here, and the vegetation



had grown lush. | realized then that the | and behind us had been tended, that
the Dancers did the opposite of the colonists. The Dancers renpved vegetation
except for the thin, spindly trees.

Sunl i ght began to break through the overhead canopy. W reached a
sun-nottl ed area where the undergrowt h had again been thinned. Here the canvas
material had been tied to the trees sideways to forma gate. W approached the
gate and stared over the edge. Inside, small, dark creatures scrabbled in the
dirt, tussling and fighting. Sone sat off to the sides, |eaning on the gate --
sl eepi ng, perhaps. Toward the back, larger children lay on the ground, their
skin gray in the filtered sunlight. Their fingers seemed clawlike, and their
eyes were dark, enpty, and hol | ow

| nodded toward the children. "Are they ill?"

"No," Latona said. "They've hit puberty."

"Do these children ever interact with the adults?"

"Not really. The adults treat themlike animals. Education into the
life of a Dancer begins after puberty.”

| shivered a little, wondering at life that began in a cage under a
harsh sun. The gray-skinned children did not nove, but lay in the sunlight is
if they were dead.

The Dancer churred and hovered over us. | glanced at it. Latona spoke
briefly, then said to nme, "W have to | eave."

The Dancer corralled us, as if pushing us away fromthe children
Latona took my armand led ne in a different direction. The Dancer watched
from behi nd.

"This is a quicker way back to the done," Latona said. Sone of the
cream had nelted off her face, naking her appear |opsided and slightly alien

The gray-skinned, sickly-looking creatures with the cl awed hands
haunted ne. "You never told me why you brought the children here."

"I wanted themto learn respect for the Dancers." Latona kept her head
down. W noved out of the trees.

"Why? The arrangenent seenms to be working."

"They're living beings," Latona snapped. "Humans have a history of
m streating beings they don't understand.”

"And you think the colonists are mstreating the Dancers."

"Yes." Latona pushed a ropy branch aside and stepped into a patch of
sunlight. Her sand scarf glowed white. "But | don't know what the Dancers
t hi nk."

"That's why the Alliance is here, to find out what the Dancers think?"

"And to negotiate an agreenent over the Salt Juice herbs."

| frowned. | stepped into the sun, and the heat prickled along nmy back
"But there is no agreenent.”

"You can't negotiate with the Dancers," she said. "They have an
i nstinctual menmory, and a nenory for patterns that allows themto |learn
| anguage and establish routines. Past events have no neaning for them only
future events that they hold in their mnds. It poses an interesting problem

if we negotiate a treaty with them the treaty will not exist, because they
will have forgotten it. If we plan to negotiate a treaty in the future, as
their | anguage and custons allow, the treaty will not exist because the

negoti ati ons haven't started yet."

"Their | anguage has no past tense?"

"Not even a subtle past. They speak only in present and future tenses.
They al so have a very active subjunctive. Their lives are very fluid and very
enotional . "

"And when one of them dies?"

"He ceases to be." She glanced at ne, her lips set in a thin line. "And
then they skin the body, eat the flesh, throw the bones to the children, and
cure the skin. They stretch it and mount it until it becomes firm And then
they use it to formtheir tents."

| knew then what was glowing at me through the jars in the tents.
Silver eyes. Wde silver eyes that had absorbed the light fromthe planet's



powerful sun. "Where did the jars come fron®"

"The miners made them The Dancers used to live closer to the salt
cliffs."”

My mind felt cold and i nformati on-heavy. Heat rose in waves fromthe
sand. "Wat did the children think of the Dancer chil dren?"

Lat ona shrugged. She took out the cream and reapplied it. "They seened
fasci nated. Who knows what woul d have happened? Netta banned any child contact
with the Dancers."”

"Before the nurders?”

"Yes." Latona handed ne the cream "I am not supposed to bring them
back. "

| nodded, done asking questions. | drank the water Latona gave nme, then
| ooked across the desert. The done | ooked small and far away. | wapped ny

scarf around ny face and foll owed Latona, too tired to do anything other than
wal k.

VI
Lat ona prom sed to show ne a time-lapse holo of the Dancers' puberty
rite. | eased my way out of the apartnent the next norning, unable to conb ny

hai r because sone of the bunmps had burst, |eaking pus on ny scalp. My skin,
whi ch had been a light red the night before, had eased into an even lighter
tan. It would take many hours wearing reflective creamunder the sun before ny
skin col or even approached that of Netta or Latona.

| had barely mssed the norning work rush. | wal ked al ong the pat hway,
staring at yards and the wi ndow ess plastic hones. These peopl e nmade the nopst
euphoric drug in the gal axy, and they were hunorl ess stay-at-hones who created
beautiful yards, but refused to | ook at their handiwrk frominside the house.

The yards had different flowering plants fromdifferent climtes and
di fferent seasons. Roses seened to be predom nant, but sone bl ocks preferred
rhododendrons, while others had hyacinths. Al of the flowers bl ooned, too,
the tulips with the pansies, the daisies with the sunflowers. It seened odd to
me that a colony with such botanical expertise could not learn to grow native
herbs from seeds.

Children's laughter caught me again, near the same block it had before.
| glanced down. The children were playing in their park, sitting in a circle,

poundi ng their fists against the ground. | wal ked over slowy, hoping that
this time they would talk to me. M chael Dengler sat in the niddle of the
group, smling as if he had found his own personal heaven. | relaxed a little.

Maybe ny advi ce had hel ped him Mybe ny wasted ten years had hel ped soneone.

One of the boys pointed at me. The children got up and backed away, as
if I were an eneny; then, as a group, they turned and ran

| stopped and watched them go. Only one child gl anced back as he ran
M chael Dengler. | waved at him He didn't wave back

| continued to the offices of the Extra-Species Alliance. A wonan sat
at the desk. She was petite, with close-cropped hair and wi de eyes. "Latona
couldn't be here," she said, "but she told me to show you the holo, and she
sai d she'd answer any of your questions this afternoon.”

| nodded, and followed the woman into another closet-sized roomwith a
hol oj ecter set up. She flicked on the "jecter, flicked off the lights, and
left ne.

Dancers filled the room less frightening without their tangy cinnanon
scent. They circled around a gray-skinned child, huddl ed on the desert floor
The circling seenmed to | ast forever, then a Dancer grabbed a cerenonial knife
and slit open the breastbone, reached and renoved sonething small, blackened,
and round. A heart, | assuned. The Dancer handed the bl ack object to another
Dancer, who set it in a jar. Then the Dancer slit again, renoving two thin,
shriveled bits of flesh fromthe child's interior. The child didn't nove.

Anot her Dancer put the flesh into a jar beside the heart. Finally the first
Dancer lifted the child s hands by a single finger and sliced once al ong the
wists. The hands fell off, and the child' s arns fell to its side. The Dancers



carried the child to a tree and | eaned the child against the tree. They

wr apped the child' s chest with rope | eaves, and as they placed the arnms on the
child's lap, | could see small fingers peeking out of the hollow wists |like
human hands hidden in the sleeves of a jacket one size too big.

The Dancer child did not bleed. Latona's conparison to a human child
losing its baby teeth was an apt one.

Then the time-1apse becane clear. The child' s hands grew, its skin grew
dark like that of other Dancers. Gadually, it noved on its own, and the adult
Dancers helped it craw into a nearby tent. Then the hol o ended.

| replayed it three tines, nenorizing each action, and confirmning that
there was no bl ood.

Thi ngs weren't addi ng up: things Latona said, things | had seen. | shut
off the "jecter and |l eft the room thankful that the wonman was not at the
front desk. | needed to read my briefing packet, to see if the information in

there differed fromthe informati on Latona had given me about the Dancers.

| hurried back to nmy apartnment and sat in the front room readi ng.
Latona was right. The Dancers showed no ability to renmenber things fromvisit
to visit or even within visits. During the murders by the mners, the Dancers
returned to the sites of the deaths and continued to interact with the miners
as if nothing had happened. They never tried retaliation, and they never
mutilated any of the mners.

Dancer preadol escents were gray and notionl ess, |ooking nore dead than
alive. The human children Latona had taken to the Dancers were fluid and
energetic, as lively as the little creatures | had seen scrabbling in the
dirt.

| set aside the packet, not |iking what | was thinking. The Dancers
were a protected species, so they could not be killed or relocated without
interference from Lina Base. The col onists were great botanists and had been
trying for years to learn the way to grow the Salt Juice herbs. The Dancers
were inpossible to negotiate with, and they guarded the seeds jeal ously. Wat
if a colonist had figured out how to grow an herb from seed? The Dancers were
no | onger necessary; were, in fact, a hindrance. The nurders allowed Lina Base
to send in one expert instead of a gaggle of people -- and also put the expert
on a strict timetable. Netta had requested an expert with a flawed background,
known for his rash judgnments. My inpetuous decision making had | ed one col ony
to spray an alkaline solution in an acidic ocean filled with intelligent life.
Perhaps this colony wanted ne to nmake anot her bad decision, and use that as an
excuse to nmurder the rest of the Dancers.

| leaned ny head on the back of the chair. |I had no evidence supporting
nmy theory, had only suspicions as | had had with the Mnarans. | stood up. |
had to go to Communi cations Central and wire for nore help. | could not nake

ny deci sion al one.
VI

A knock on the door startled me out of a sound sleep. | was lying on
t he packet on the couch in the apartnent's front room The knock echoed agai n.
It sounded loud in the nearly enpty room Before | could respond, the door
eased open and spread a wi de patch of yellow |ight across the floor.

"Dr. Schafer?"

| squinted, and sat up, reaching for a light. As the lights cane on, |
cl osed ny eyes, w ncing even nore. "Yes?"

"We have anot her one."

| blinked. My eyes finally adjusted to the brightness. D. Marvin
Tanner, the head of the dome's security, stood before ne. He seened calm
" Anot her one?"

"Yes," he said. "Netta sent ne to get you. We have another dead child."

The flat tone he used to deliver those words sent a shiver down ny
back. The security officer on Mnar had cone to ne in the mddle of the night,
hi s hands shaking, his mouth set in arigid line. H's voice wwuld crack as he
spoke of the dead and his own feelings of hel pl essness. Tanner didn't seemto



care. Perhaps that was because this was no longer his investigation. O

per haps he was one of those borderline psychopaths hinself, the kind that went
into | aw enforcenent because it provided themwith a | egal way of abusing

ot hers.

I wondered how he was able to get into the apartnent so easily. Netta
had assured ne that | had the only key to the Iock

"What happened?" | rubbed ny face, adjusted ny clothes.

"You'll be able to see,” he said. "No one is allowed to work the scene
until the entire team has been assenbl ed."

| got up and followed Tanner outside. The done filter had changed
again, this time to one that left everything | ooking gray and grainy, probably
t he col ony's equival ent of dawn. Shadows seened darker, and the dome filter
| eached the color fromthe plants. Only the white plastic seened unchanged,
but startling for the contrast agai nst the physical environnent.

Peopl e had stepped to the edges of their gardens and were watching us
pass. The street seemed unusually quiet. | waited for soneone to say sonething
or to follow us. No one did. They stared as if we were a two-nman funera
procession and they were distant relatives there only for the reading of the
will.

We turned the corner and arrived at the nurder scene. A dozen people
stood in a half-circle on the cultivated | awn. Netta and Saunders crouched
near the door. | pushed through the people and wal ked up the sidewal k.

"Netta?"

She turned, saw nme, and moved out of the way. This body was headl ess. |
stared for a nonment at the gap where the head shoul d have been, noting as
calmy as | could that no bl ood stained the white plastic door. This child was
smal l er than the others. Its chest had been opened, and its hands were
m ssi ng.

"You need to see this, too, Justin." She wal ked down the steps and
rounded the building. | followed. There, in between two spindly rosebushes,
the head rested. | stared at it, feeling hollow, noting other details while ny
stomach turned. M chael Dengler's enpty eyes stared back at ne. H s nouth was
caught in a cry of pain. H's hands were crossed in front of his chin, but I
couldn't see his heart or his lungs.

The last time | had seen him he was smiling, running with the other

children. 1 crouched down beside him wanting to touch his face, to soothe
him to offer to take his place. My life was enpty. Hi s had just been
starting.

"M chael Dengler," Netta said, startling me. | took a deep breath. "His
sister, Katie, was one of the earlier victins. H s nother is over there."

A woman stood at the very edge of the semicircle, her hands clutched to
her chest. The silence was unnerving ne. | could hear myself breathe. The rose
scent was cloying. | turned back to M chael and thought, for a monent, that |
was staring at nyself.

"This is the first time we have ever found the m ssing body parts. W
have to confirm of course, that the hands are his, but they | ook snall
enough,” Netta said.

| made nysel f concentrate on Netta's words. M chael Dengler was dead.

was part of the investigative team | had to remain calm
"I need a light," | said. Soneone cane up behind me and handed ne a
handl i ght. | cupped ny hand around the nmetal surface and flicked the swtch,

running the light around the head. The boy was pale, the pale of a human body
that had never, ever tanned. "How old was he?"

"Eight."

Ei ght. Too young for puberty, even on the outside edges of human
physi ol ogy. If he had been fenal e, maybe. But even that was doubtful. This was
alittle boy, a child, with no traces of adulthood -- and no possibilities for
it. _Mmsays they should take me for who | am _ he had said. _What do you
t hi nk?_

Professional, | rem nded nmyself. | had to be professional. | took a



deep breath, stood up, and dusted ny knees.

"Someone needs to talk with the nmother,” Netta said. "I think you're
t he best choice."

My heart froze. | didn't want to deal with soneone el se's envotions.
wanted to go back to ny apartment, close the door, and cry for the little boy
who had | ost everything, as | had. | didn't want to talk with his nother, even
if I was the best choice because | had been trained in a hel ping profession
Hel ping. | nade a snmall, quiet sound. | had never been able to help myself.

How could | help a woman who had | ost two children by nurder in a few nont hs?

"Go on," Netta said. Her words had the effect of a strong push. MW
nmoverents were jerky as | wal ked over to M chael's nother

She was half my height, in her early thirties, her eyes dark and
haunted. "Ma'am" | said. "I'mDr. Schafer."

"He's beyond doctors now. " Her voice sounded rusty, as if she hadn't
used it for a long tine.

"Yes, he is, but you're not. Let me talk with you for a nmonent."

"Tal k?" The word seened to snap sonething inside her. "W tal ked the

last tinme, and tal ked and tal ked. | have two nore babies, and | want to |eave
the planet. | wanted to | eave before, with those crazy aliens out there,
killing and killing. You want ny whole famly to die!"

Her words echoed in the silence. | didn't want anyone to die,
especi ally her son. She pushed away from nme and wal ked to the edge of the
steps, staring at what renmained of Mchael. | watched her for a nonent, and
could think of nothing to say to confort her. | wasn't even sure she needed

conforting. There was something reassuringly human about her pain.
| was the one who needed to remain calm M hands were shaking, and the

back of ny throat was dry. | had m ssed sonething in the shock of Mchael's
deat h. Sonet hi ng was not making sense. | went to Davis, who was exami ning the
ground near the rosebushes. "Leave the weapon this time?" | asked. The killer

had, each time in the past, rempoved the body parts and left the weapon, a thin
flensing knife chipped fromnative rock. Davis pointed. The knife sat on the
ot her side of the bush, away from M chael's head.

"It's smaller than | thought," | said.

"But powerful." Davis |eaned over toward ne. "See the edge? It's firm
Anyone could use this knife. If the victimis unconscious, the killer doesn't
need nuch strength."

"Not even to cut through bone?" | shuddered, thinking of M chael
screamng as the knife sliced his skin.

Davi s shook his head. "It's a Dancer knife. They do this stuff all the
time and have had centuries to perfect it. W' ve had people cut thenselves in
the Iab, nearly losing fingers, just handling the things."

The feeling still bothered me. | glanced around nme. The houses were
cl ose together, the lawmns well tended. How could a Dancer sneak in here, stea
a child, and return it in such a grisly condition w thout anyone seeing? And
how coul d a Dancer get past the dome guards?

| stood up and took a deep breath. |I had to get away fromthe roses.
Their rich scent was making ne dizzy. And | hated the silence. | pushed past
the semicircle out to the street and gl anced once nore at the scene in front
of me.

Poor little Mchael Dengler. He had wanted so much to grow up, to be
part of the group. | shook ny head. At |east he had been able to play with
themthat one last tinme. At |east he had gotten part of his w sh.

I X

| | eaned against the desk at the office of the Extra-Species Alliance.
The cool plastic bit into my palnms. Latona stood in front of me, her arns
crossed in front of her chest. She had contacted ne as soon as she heard about
M chael Dengler's death.

"Dancers do not behead their children,"” she said. "I can show you
docunent after docunent, holo after holo. It's not part of the ritual. A



beheadi ng would kill the child. Soneone is killing them Soneone hunman."

A chill ran down ny back. She had come to the sanme conclusion | had.
"But the other children died. Perhaps the Dancers thought that the beheadi ngs
m ght wor k?"

Lat ona shook her head. "They don't learn as we do. They think
instinctually, performrituals. Beings with rituals and no nenory woul d not
experiment. That's not within their capability."

"But couldn't they nmodify -- "

"No." Latona | eaned toward nme. "Dr. Schafer, they renove the |ungs and
heart to make way for |arger organs. They renove the hands to make way for
sexual ly mature genitals. They mate with their hands. The head renains --
their heads are like ours, the center of their being. They can't |ive without

t he head, and the Dancers do not kill each other. They never have, not even
nmercy killings. They had no concept of it."

_And when they die, they cease to be. | shivered. "Wy would soneone
kill children Iike this?"

Lat ona shook her head. "I don't know. | wish | did. Maybe the children

know. Maybe they've seen sonething strange."

| nodded. The children, of course. If anyone had seen sonething, the
children woul d have. They were the only ones free during the day. | ducked out
of the office. | had to talk to Netta.

X
Netta's office was a small roomin the back of Command Central. | had
al ready been to the building once during the past two days -- to wire for

extra help before Mchael Dengler's death. Lina Base had promi sed ne
assistance within the week; they had to pull people off of other assignnents
and shuttle themto us. During that visit, though, | hadn't seen Netta's

office. I wasn't prepared for it.
The room snell ed of roses. Plants hung fromthe ceiling and crowded
under grow | anps attached to shelves on the far wall. Salt Juice ad posters

fromvarious nations, bases, and col ony planets covered the white wall space.

Netta sat on a large brown chair behind a desk covered w th conputer
equi prent and nore plants. "You have sonething to report?"

"No." | had to stand. She had no other chair in her office. "I would
like to nake a request, though."

She nodded, encouraging me to continue. She | ooked tired and worn, as
if Mchael Dengler's death affected her as much as it had affected his nother

"I would like to interview the older children.”

"Why?" Netta sat up, suddenly alert.

"I think they m ght know somet hing, sonething the rest of us don't."

She tenpl ed her fingers and tapped them agai nst her lips. "You' ve seen
the reports, and the hol os, and Latona has taken you to see the Dancers. |I'm
sure you have enough to make a prelinminary reconmendati on w thout bothering
the children."”

"No, actually, I don't." | |ooked around for a chair or avail able wall
space, anything to lean on to ease ny disconfort. "Some things aren't addi ng
up. "

"Everything doesn't have to add up for a prelimnary ruling," Netta
said. "l want quick action on this, Justin. Another child died yesterday. |
need to protect ny people fromthese Dancers."

"And what happens if | get an injunction agai nst the Dancers? By
intergalactic law, that renoves their protected status. M chael Dengler died
i nside the done. His killer mght not have been native to this planet."

Netta's lips turned white. "I brought you here to make a ruling on the
Dancers' motivation, not to solve a crinme that has al ready been solved. Those
children died by Dancer methods. | need to know what nethods | can use to
protect ny people fromthose creatures.”

"I want to talk to the children,"” | said. The office was unusually hot,
probably for the plants. "I want office space by tomorrow, and the children



brought to me one by one. I'mdoing this investigation by the book, Netta."
Her eyes widened a little, and for a noment | felt ny suspicions
confirmed. Then she reached over and tapped a few lines into the conputer.

"You'll have a roomand a place, and soneone will bring the children to you,"
she said.

"Thank you," | said. Then | took a deep breath. "You aren't paying the
Dancers for the Salt Juice herbs, are you?"

Netta | eaned away fromthe conputer, her fingers still touching the
screen. "Why?"

"I mwondering what they'll |ose now that you've discovered how to grow

your own herbs." My hands were shaking, revealing ny nervousness at ny guess.
| clasped them behi nd ny back

Netta studied me for a nmoment, as if she were tenpted to find out where
| had gotten the information. Her eyes flicked to the left, then down. It
seened as if hundreds of thoughts crossed her m nd before she spoke. "W think
the seeds have a religious significance for the Dancers. W don't know for
sure. W don't know anything about themfor certain, despite what the Alliance
says."

A curious elation filled me. | had guessed right. The col oni sts had
| earned the secret to making Salt Juice. The Dancers were dispensable.

"The Dancers are dangerous, Justin," Netta said. "I don't think you
need any nore proof of that. |I want some action in the next three days on
this. | need quick novenent."

| nodded, thinking of the teamshuttling in. They would arrive soon
Netta woul d get her novenent, although it might not be the kind she wanted.

X

The room she gave nme to interview the children was the sane one in
whi ch we had held our initial briefing. It was alnpst too big and very cold. A
table sat in the middle of the room my chair on one side, a child-sized chair
wi th booster on the other -- a setup al nost guaranteed to make the child
unconfortable. | rmade sure the conmputer took neticul ous notes, but the first
hal f a dozen interviews ran together in ny nind.

"VWhat is the gane you play?" | asked.

"Race." The boy was tall with dark hair.

"How do you play it?"

"You pound your fist on the ground three tinmes." This time the speaker
was a girl, a redhead with sun-dark skin. "After that you either nmake a fist,
lay your hand flat, or put up two fingers. If you do something different from
nost of the group, you have to inmtate sonething, and we have to guess. If we
can't guess it, you're out."

"Did the Dancers teach you the gane?"

"No." Another little girl, this one with black curly hair.

"What did the Dancers teach you?"

"W only saw t hem once. "

"Why didn't you want M chael Dengler to play?"

The fat boy scrunched up his face. "He was too little."

"But he played with you the last tinme | saw him"

The bl onde girl shrugged. "He followed us around."

| didn't get much information fromthem and what information | got was
t he sane, except repeated in different words. By mdday | was tired and
di scouraged. | planned to see only a few nore children and then quit, ready to
l et the teamtake over when they arrived.

The next child who entered was naned Beth. She was tiny for an
el even-year-old, with long black hair, dark eyes, and browni sh bl ack skin. She
sat stiffly on the chair, ignoring the anatonmically correct dolls | had placed
besi de her, after pausing nonmentarily to examine the doll that had been
altered to represent a Dancer

| poised a hand over the conputer screen, to highlight anything of
i mportance. Such a standard gesture usually rmade people nore confortable. But



not hi ng seenmed to ease these children. And | knew their answers by heart.
"Let's talk a little bit about what's going on," | said.

"I don't know anything," Beth said. Over her soft voice, | heard six
ot her voices nurmuring the sane thing.

"You'd be surprised what you know. "

The ot hers had shrugged. Beth's lower lip trenbled. | watched it,
trying not to take too nmuch hope from such a small sign

"l understand you' ve nmet the Dancers."

She nodded. "Latona took us."

"What did you think of thenf"

"They' re kinda spooky, but neat. They grow up fast."

A new response. | tried not to be too eager. "Wat nakes you say that?"

She shrugged. | waited in silence for her to say sonething. Wen she
did not volunteer any nore information, | asked, "How often have you seen the
Dancer s?"

"Just the once." Back into the rote response. Her eyes were slightly
gl azed, as if she were concentrating on sonething el se.

"Did you know M chael Dengl er?"

She | ooked at me then. Her eyes were stricken, haunted. | had to work
to neet her gaze because pain was so deep. "I always played with himwhen the
others weren't around," she said. | nodded once to let her know | was
listening and interested. "John and Katie say we aren't supposed to be nice to
hi m because that nmeans he'll keep following us. | told John that M key was too
little, and John said that little didn't matter. He said he knew a way to make
himgrow faster. But he's not going to grow at all, is he, Dr. Schafer?"

"No," | said. Her use of the present tense bothered ne.

"The Dancers do," she said. "They growinto adults.™

My hands had become cold. "Do you want to be an adult, Beth?"

"Not anynore," she whispered.

Xl
My entire body was shaking as | returned to my apartment, a 'jecter
under my arm | no longer trusted nyself after the nistakes with the M narans.
| had to doubl e-check every suspicion, every thought. The remaining children
that | interviewed said nothing about the Dancers, nothing about growi ng up

But Beth's soft voice kept echoing in ny head.

_John said that little didn't matter. He said he knew a way to rmake him
grow faster. But he's not going to grow at all, is he, Dr. Schafer?_

None of them grew, Beth. The experinent failed.

| pulled out the holos and the file. | stared at the 2-D photos,
exam ning the color closely. Then | watched the holos. Katie Dengler's face
was as pale as her brother's on the day she left to see the Dancers for the
first time. Wien she died, her skin was as dark as Latona's. Al the other
children had pale skin in the earlier holo, and dark skin at the tinme of their
death. They had gotten the dark, dark tan fromthe harsh sun. They had been
outside the dome -- a lot. My skin, despite its off-planet weakness, had
turned only a light brown. The children's skin was al nost bl ack. Bl ack

The done guards were new since the death before M chael Dengler's. The
done doors were easy to use and didn't latch. The children were unsupervised
except for occasional school days, when workers could be spared to teach. No
one watched the children, so the children went off to watch the Dancers.

_Do you want to be an adult, Beth?_

_Not anynore, _ she whi spered.

The Dancers wouldn't renenber fromtinme to time, and woul d show t he
ritual to the children over and over again. The children could take the knives
wi t hout the Dancers realizing it. The Dancers' |ack of a past probably neant
that they lost a lot of things over the years and thought nothing of it.

_John said that little didn't matter. He said he knew a way to rmake him
grow faster. But he's not going to grow at all, is he, Dr. Schafer?_

"None of themare," | whispered. The old man | had seen before I left,



the old man who had lived here as a child, had said he could hardly wait to
become an adult because then he could legally | eave the planet. Shuttle pilots
rarely checked IDs. They figured if a person was |arge enough to work on any
of the nearby bases, they would ferry that person off-planet, away froma
col ony, away from hone.

Away froma sterile place with no wi ndows, lots of rules, and no rea
pl ace to play.

| shut off the 'jecter and hugged ny knees to ny chest. Then | sat in
t he darkness and rocked, as the pieces cane together in ny mnd.

Xl
Sonetime toward nmorning | decided to go to Command Central . The
buil ding was only a few buildings away frommine. As | walked, | listened to

the silence of the community. The done filter was a thin gray, as it had been
the norning of Mchael Dengler's death. The colony itself was quiet, with no
i ndi cation of people waking.

My back nuscles were tight, and an ache throbbed in nmy skull. | |acked
the skill, the expertise, and the authority for this case. | had to contact
Li na Base, push to get the help here as soon as possible. |If nmy suspicions
were right and the children were mutilating each other in an attenpt to grow

up, then something had to done, quickly. Some of the children, like Beth, were
beginning to realize that the experinment didn't work. The others, though, the
ones who answered ne by rote, still believed in what they were doing.

The children nmust have visited the Dancers daily since Latona took them
the first tinme. Young minds were particularly susceptible to new cultures --
and these children nust have absorbed the Dancers' beliefs, nodified them and
interpreted thema new way. |f Dancer children becanme adults by losing their
hands, hearts, and |ungs, then human children woul d, too. Mybe, they nust
have t hought when they carved M chael, human children grew taller if their
heads were renpved

_John said that little didn't matter. He said he knew a way to rmake him

grow faster. But he's not going to grow at all, is he, Dr. Schafer?_
The chil dren experinmented, the adults took the bodies away, and the
children never knew if the experinments worked. | remenbered seeing the

children's rmuscles bulge in play. Perhaps they had participated in Dancer
rituals before trying the same ritual on Linette Bisson

| wal ked into Central, spoke briefly to the man who nonitored the
equi prent, and then took a private consol e. Each consol e was housed in a booth
of white plastic, walls so thin that | could shake themapart. | jacked in ny
private nunber, sent a signal to Lina Base, and requested that help arrive
i medi at el y.

"Cood work, Justin."

| turned. Netta stood behind me, her arns crossed, a half-snmile on her
face. "The tech let ne know that you were here."

"I"'msending a private comunication,” | said. My hands were shaki ng.
Her attitude disturbed ne.

"And it's perfect. Wien they arrive, 1'll tell themthat you ran into
an energency, you slapped an injunction against the Dancers, and they rose in
a frenzy of slaughter. No one will question the fact that you' re gone."

| gripped the console. "You ve been killing the children?" It didn't

make sense; why woul d she behead M chael Dengl er?
Netta shook her head. Her snmile grew. "The children gave me a problem

when they started killing each other. | solved it -- and another one, wth
your help. There won't be any nore killing. And there won't be any nore
Dancers. "

My throat was dry. | stood slowy, bowing ny head slightly, playing the
docil e prisoner. "Were are you going to take ne?"

"I"'mnot going to take you anywhere," she said. "I think right here
will be -- "

| pushed past her and | eaped out into the main room Two guards stood



behi nd her, startled at ny sudden novenent. | ran down the slick plastic
floors, past the tech who had betrayed ne, and through the open door

The done filter was losing its gray. Sone of the sunlight peeked
t hrough, illumnating the pathway. My heart caught in ny throat. | was out of
shape, not used to running.

Dam her. Damm her for using ne. For using all of us. The children
killed each other in a msguided attenpt to imtate the Dancers, and she |et
t he deaths occur. Then she discovered ne, with ny flaws and ny history, and
the | oophole in galactic law that all owed one person to make a decision for an
entire species. She nmanipulated us all, and in that nanipul ating, she caused
the deaths of nore children, including M chael Dengler

M chael Dengler. His wistful face rose in ny mnd. Netta would act

before the shuttle cane. | had to stop her

| ran through the twisting streets until | reached the offices of the
Extra- Species Alliance. | pounded on the door. Daniel opened it. He seened
sl eep-weary. | pushed past him The conputer screen on the main desk was
blinking. "I'"mlooking for Latona," | said.

She stood at one of the side doors, her long hair flow ng around her
"A nmessage about you just cane across the net. Netta says you have deci ded
that the children are killing each other in an imtation Dancer ritual, and
you believe all of the children under the done should die."

So Netta knew how close | had been to the truth. She nust have been

monitoring me. "Netta's trying to figure out a way to stop ne. | radioed Lina
Base for help."
"I"'mnot going to help you kill children,"” Latona said.
"I"'mnot trying to hurt the children. I'mtrying to save your Dancers."
"The Dancers?"
"Listen," | said, "I don't have tine. | need soneone who can talk with

the Dancers. W need to get them out of here.”

"Way woul d Netta want to hurt the Dancers?"

"Salt Juice," | said. "She doesn't need them anynore. You got me on
this track when we tal ked about M chael Dengler. There is a human killer
whi ch nmeans soneone is trying to pin this whole thing on the Dancers." |
decided the entire truth was too conplicated to explain at the nonent.

"But Netta -- "
"I don't think Netta is working al one."
"She's not." The voice cane frombehind ne. Daniel still stood in the

doorway. He stepped into the front rooms. His hands were enpty. "Sone of the
done | eaders have been trying to cancel our contracts here. The negoti ati ons
have grown too cunbersone. They want to harvest their own Salt Juice plants,
but the Dancers won't let themnear the plant site. And even though the
col oni sts know how to grow from seed, they still need the atnospheric
conditions and the special soil of the Dancer |ands."

Latona whirled. "You never said anything about cancel ed contracts."

Dani el shrugged. "I was working with it. So was Lina Base. It would
have worried you and interfered with your work."

"Shit." Latona grabbed her sand scarf and a small hand-hel d heat
weapon. "WII you stay here, Daniel, stall thenP"

He nodded. "I'll also contact Lina Base and tell them we need energency
per sonnel now. "
"They know," | said. "Netta plans to use that as an excuse to make up

some story, sonething about an emergency that required the colonists to kil
the Dancers -- with ny perm ssion.”

"O K ," Daniel said. "I'll make my nmessage explicit. Colonists trying
toillegally kill Dancers. Need energency assistance. Good enough?"

"If the assistance arrives in tine," Latona said. "Cone on, Dr.
Schafer."

| followed her outside. "They flashed that nessage. | won't be able to
get out," | said.

"There're other ways out of the done." Latona hurried to the done edge



and touched a seam A snall panel slid back, and bright sunshine eased in. If
the children had wanted to avoid the doors, they could have used these panels.
"You don't have a sand scarf," she said.

"W don't have tine to get one. Let's go."

We slid through the done opening and into the |ight. The heat was
searing. | felt it burn into my skin. Latona threw me her cream and | rubbed
it on as we ran. | wondered if this was the way the children went when they
went to study the Dancers. | would ask Latona sonetine.

It seened to take forever to cross the hot sand. Finally we reached the
canopi ed trees. Wien we did, Latona let out a long, shrill whistle. My skin
was crackling and dry. | already saw heat blisters form ng beneath the
sur f ace.

The Dancers appeared, hurrying through the trees. Latona stepped back
as they tried to touch her. She spoke rapidly. One of the Dancers spoke back
gesturing with its hands. She shook her head and tried again. The Dancer
repeated the gesture.

"What ?" | asked.

"I"'ve told themto |l eave," she said. "They think it's a ploy to get the
plants."

| peered through the canopied trees. | thought | saw air cars
shimering in the distance. Perhaps it was nmy own overactive inmagination.

t hought they didn't have air cars here. W had to do sonething. W had to get
the Dancers out of the area, if only for a short time. The shuttles would
arrive within a few days. The Dancers needed that nuch of an advantage. "G ve

me your weapon," | said.
"Ny 2"
"Have t hem show us the plants.™
"But -- "
"Now! | think we've been followed out of the done."

She spoke to the Dancer. The Dancer churred in response, then grabbed
Latona and pull ed her through the trees. W wal ked the path we had wal ked
before, the one that led to the children's pen

"The plants are all around us," Latona said.

"G ve me your weapon," | repeated.

"What do you want to do with it?"

"I want to start these plants on fire, to show the Dancers how
uni mportant they are."

"But the children -- "

"There'll be tine to get the children out of the gates."

She bit her lower lip.

"I'f you're worried, tell himwhat we're going to do. Have him send
people to the children.™

She spoke to the Dancer. The Dancer made a whirring sound. Latona
reached down and touched a plant with the weapon, searing the |eaves. The
Dancer whistled shrilly, and others ran down the path.

"Tell himthat we're not bluffing. Tell himthat we have to destroy the
pl ants, and that they have to leave. | don't care what reasons you give them
Just get them out of here.”

Lat ona spoke qui ckly. The Dancer listened, then repeated Latona's

sounds loudly. My ears felt as if they were being pierced. | grabbed the
weapon from Latona, studied it for a nmonment, saw the finger control on the
side and the open nmouth al ong another side. | pointed the mouth at the plants

and pushed the control. Heat whooshed out of the mouth, catching the | eaves
and sending fire along the plants. The Dancer beside us screanmed and ran down
the path. O her Dancers were running, too, |like the shadows of animals running
before a forest fire. In the distance | saw the Dancers lifting the children
fromthe gate and tucking them under one armas they continued to run

The heat was getting under nmy skin, making nmy body ache. The snoke felt
faintly sweet. | giggled, feeling giddy; The canopy was keeping the snmoke in
the forest. We would pass out if we didn't get out. | grabbed Latona's arm and



pul l ed her with ne.

When we reached the desert, | saw no air cars. Hallucination, then
maybe. But | did see a small band of people in sand scarves, wal ki ng
determ nedly across the sand. | renenbered wat ching other colonists walk |ike
that, carrying | aser weapons to beaches that lined their island home, and
bl asting small, seal-like creatures until clear blood coated the sand, while
hel i copters circled overhead dropping al kaline solution into the acidic ocean
| sank down against a tree. My whole body itched. | didn't want to watch
agai n.

Latona slipped away from my side. The snoke snell had grown cl oyi ng
and the giddiness had grown with it. | wondered where | could stay until the
ship arrived. | glanced down at nmy skin. It was black. Large lunps had risen

on the surface, with pus bubbles on top. They woul d be pai nful when they
bur st .

"They're gone," Latona said.

| |l ooked at her, then at the colonists. They weren't gone. They were
getting cl oser.

"The Dancers," she said. "They're gone."

| felt the relief run through ne Iike a cool draft of air. | took a
deep breath to speak, and toppled face forward into the sunbaked sand.

XV
Now | lie here in this cool bed on Lina Base, my body coated with burn
creans and wapped in |light bandages in the areas where the skin grafts have
yet to take

The roons here have yellow walls. Green plants hang in the corners, and
wi ndows | ook out onto a wi de and vast gal axy. Latona has visited nme. She tells
me the Dancers have noved to a simlar canopied forest, near the Salt diffs,
the place historians believe was their earlier hone. Lina Base is dismantling
the colony on Bountiful. Netta and the done | eader are going to stand trial. |

will have to testify at that. Latona al so says that sone chem sts here on Lina
Base are trying to duplicate the chem cal properties of Salt Juice. | hope, if
only for the Dancers' sake, that they have sone success.

So |l lie here in the cool ness, ny burns itching and rubbing ne raw, and
t hi nk, Dancer-1li ke, about what is ahead. | have regained ny stature, atoned
for my culpability in the mnds of others, | guess. The M narans no | onger
visit nme in dreans, but the children do, particularly M chael Dengler

When | amwell, | amto work with the children to deternmine their

mental state. The psychol ogi sts here share ny fear that the children have
| earned Dancer behavior, that it is normal to them That presents a sticky
point of law. We have to determine if the children are insane or are capable
of standing trial. And if they are capable of standing trial, what standards
do we use, ours or the Dancers? The irony hasn't m ssed me, since | had gone
to determine if the Dancers were nentally capable of standing trial in our
system

| spent all those years after Mnar, trying to regain the respect of ny
col | eagues, trying to regain my own self-respect. And now | think of witing
papers about the children, about my experience, as if that ten-year period
never happened. My col | eagues have becone friendly again. They call ne
"Justin"; they send ne cards; they wish me well. | seemto have vindicated
nmysel f, to have won acceptance with the group

But sometines | wake up in the middle of the night and see M chael's
face, his mouth formng a startled _O. Mchael's group accepted him and took
in payment his head, his heart, his lungs, his hands, and his life.

| smle at ny coll eagues when they visit. | thank themfor their
attentiveness and their interest.

And | wait for the flash of a knife, for the bite of an extra-sharp
bl ade agai nst ny wrist.
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