
Little Companions
“What do you think, Simpson?”

Simpson hopped up onto the arm of Joe’s chair, steadying himself with a small hand on Joe’s 
shoulder. He waved his tail to balance himself.

“Looks good, boss,” he said, in his small squeaky voice. “Nothing out there that I can see.”
“Don’t call me ‘boss’!”
“OK, boss.” Simpson tittered. “Wait a minute! There.”
“You think something is there?”
Joe expanded the area on the screen. Sure enough a blip showed that Simpson was right.
“Nice one, Simpson. Good eyes. Hmm, it’s a fairly small rock, and missing us by a long way. 

The repulsers will handle it, automatically. I’ll send out an email to the crew, but it probably won’t 
even wake anyone up.”

“Why don’t your robots spot these rocks, Joe? They can do anything!”
He laughed. “Robots? You mean the automatic systems? Well they would, if one came too close, 

but we like to keep an eye on things. Besides, it’s nice to have some warning before the repulsers 
nudge these smaller rocks away. If you’re asleep, a bit of a jolt could wake you up.”

Simpson nodded like a Human.
“Repulsers!” he squeaked, leaping off Joe’s chair, spinning him round.
Joe laughed, looking for something to toss at Simpson, but he only had his cap. Simpson grabbed

it and put it on backwards. Of course it was much too big for him.
“Come on, pal. Let’s go and join the rest of the crew in the mess.”
“Any doughnuts, Joe?”
“Maybe. Maybe.”
Joe followed his little friend through the ship to the mess hall. There were no doughnuts, but 

there were pancakes.
***

“What the hell is that, Joe?”
“I don’t know, Hank. Some sort of monkey, I guess. Or rather, something like a monkey.”
They knew of course that it couldn’t be a species of monkey, because the planet that they had 

landed on was not Earth. The inhabitants of this planet had, of course, evolved here and not on 
Earth, but it was surprising how many animals and plants were similar in shape and behaviour to 
their equivalents back on Earth.

Joe grimaced. “At least it appears to be evolved from a mammal type ancestor. I don’t like those 
insect birds!”

“Yeah, they make me uneasy too, especially the grubs. But they behave like birds after they have
left the nest, don’t they?”

They continued to watch the monkey thing. It walked upright to within a metre or two of the 
men, sat down and watched them back. It was around a metre tall and had a long tail which was 
continually on the move. Its head seemed to have a slight crest, and its arms ended in hands with 
three fingers and a thumb. Its feet had a heel and long toes, built on the Human pattern, but they 
appeared more flexible than Human feet. Its body was covered in grey fur which looked silky. 
Another of the creatures came out of the copse, and the first one turned to watch, giving Joe and 
Hank a glimpse of the black and white stripe down the creature’s back.

The second creature sat down next to the first, and they both regarded the Earthmen.
“Hullo,” said Hank.



To his surprise the creatures replied in their squeaky voices.
“Hullo. Hullo.”
“Wow! My name is Hank.” He pointed at himself. “Hank.”
“Wow! Wow! Hank! Hank!”
“Joe,” said Joe, pointing to himself.
“Joe, Joe. Hank, Hank. Wow!” the small creatures said to one another.
“Are they just echoing us?” wondered Hank.
The first creature stood up and shrieked something at the surrounding shrubbery. Three or four 

more of the creatures came out of the copse, walking very much like small Humans. They all sat 
down to watch the Humans, squeaking to each other.

The first creature squeaked “Joe, Hank! Joe, Hank!”
The other creatures looked at each other and squeaked “Hank, Joe. Hank, Joe.”
“We’d better tell the Captain that we have visitors,” said Joe.
“Yeah.” Hank got up from the shuttle’s ramp where he had been sitting and pressed a button on 

the communicator just inside the doorway.
***

“Hmm,” said the Captain, stroking his beard. “You say that they just appeared out of the 
undergrowth?”

‘Yes, Captain. First one, then the others.”
They regarded the creatures, who were still watching the Earthmen, and chatting amongst 

themselves.
“Captain. Captain,” the creatures muttered.
“No babies?”
Joe looked at the assembled creatures. “No, sir. Though there are some smaller ones. Look, 

there! And there?”
“They don’t seem dangerous.”
The Captain walked towards the group, and most of them retreated, leaving just two behind. He 

squatted down and looked at the monkey-like creatures.
“Hmm.” the Captain said. “I’m the Captain.”
He stuck out his hand.
The two lead creatures looked at one another, then one of them stuck out its little hand and 

touched the Captain’s hand.
“Captain. Captain. Hullo. Hullo.”
“Hullo, sir,” said the Captain, addressing the other creature, and a squeaking chorus of ‘sirs’ went

round the assembled creatures. They seemed puzzled.
The Captain stood up and moved back to his crewmen.
“They don’t seem to be a danger, guys, but please keep an eye on them. I’ll send down a scientist

tomorrow. Probably Harry. Meantime, keep them out of the shuttle, please.”
He strolled back into his own shuttle, and after a minute or so, he took off and headed off to the 

East. The nose of the shuttle pointed up and the craft vanished into the clouds.
***

“Where are the little buggers, Joe?” Harry had a field kit with him, and what looked like a folding 
chair.

“Well, they disappeared last night, just on nightfall. We closed down the shuttle for the night. We
haven’t seen them this morning, sorry.”

“Never mind. If they don’t show, at least I got off the ship a day early.”



Harry unfolded the chair, and extended a tray and set up his field kit on the tray and sat down.
“Right,” he said. “Coffee?”
“What?” asked Hank. Harry was waving a thermos flask at him. “Oh, yes, please, Harry.”
“I like at least one cup of decent coffee in the morning. I can make do with that instant stuff the 

rest of the time.”
“Thanks, Harry. So, what do you think about our creatures?”
“I haven’t seen them yet, Hank! Wait, is that one? Hmm, upright, bipedal, quite large heads, 

relative to their bodies. Oh, look at those hands and feet! Closer to Human than to, say, 
chimpanzees. Very interesting. They can speak, I understand?”

“Yes, but they may just be echoing us.”
The little creature stopped in front of Harry.
“Hullo,” it said. “Coffee?”
“Oh, so you were listening? One minute.”
Harry grabbed a paper object from his field kit and opened it into a small paper cup. He put a 

small amount of coffee in it and handed it to the creature.
“Careful! It’s a bit hot,” said Harry, and sipped his larger cup of coffee.
“Careful, hot,” repeated the creature. It sniffed the coffee and dipped its tongue into the liquid.
“Mmm, coffee,” it squeaked, and then drank it like Harry did. It did a little dance.
“Coffee?” squeaked another voice as a second creature emerged from the bushes.
It was followed by more of the creatures until about a dozen were clustered around Harry, all 

squeaking “Coffee!”
“Well, guys, I’m sure that Joe will make you all a cup of instant coffee. Can you give them all a 

sip, please, Joe?”
“You’re not afraid of poisoning them, Harry?”
“No, but just give them a sip or two, please.”
The first creature looked at Harry and squeaked “Hullo, Harry?”
“Very clever,” said Harry, nodding. “He deduced that my name was probably Harry. Then he 

checked that he was correct. They’re remarkably intelligent. And they do talk. I advise you to be 
careful what you say in front of them. Yes, my name is Harry.”

“OK, Harry. Are you going to examine any of the creatures?” asked Joe, as he doled out the 
coffee to the little creatures.

Harry leant back in his chair. “Examine, as in dissect? I don’t think so. Would you do it? 
Seriously?”

“Ah, no. I see what you mean.”
“I’m not a fan of dissection,” said Harry. “I’ll just watch them for today. Maybe I’ll X-ray them 

later, if they let me. I’ll see how intelligent they are by seeing if they will let me take some blood, 
too. One of you two can let me demonstrate on you.”

“Thanks, Harry!”
“Oh, by the way, the Captain sent down one of the temporary huts for you two. I brought a tent 

for now.”
“Ah great! Sleeping in the shuttle is uncomfortable. I wonder what the little guys will think of it. 

Come on Hank. Let’s set up our temporary home.”
***

Joe stepped back and looked at the result of their hard work. The panels were laid out in order, base 
panels first, then the panels for the structure of the hut, then a mixed pile of the internal parts, and 
finally a big canister. He put his hands on his hips and looked around.



Half of the ‘tribe’ of creatures were also standing around with their hands on their hips, and Joe 
almost laughed. The creatures had wanted to help, but Joe and Hank didn’t quite trust them yet, so 
they had stopped the creatures touching the parts of the hut. They didn’t seem to mind.

Joe and Hank linked up the base panels, and regarded them.
“That’s close enough to level,” said Hank, as he crouched down almost to ground level and eyed 

up the base panels. One of the creatures did the same. Joe put an instrument on the base, and 
showed it to the creature.

“Is that level, Simpson?” asked Joe.
The creature he had decided to call Simpson nodded.
“Level, Joe,” it confirmed in a squeak.
Hank attached a tube from the big canister to the base and pressed a button.
“That’s going to fill the base panels with compound,” Hank told the assembled creatures. “It will

make them rigid, then we can attached the control unit, and it will make sure that the base stays 
properly level. Then we can attach the hoop panels and the side panels.”

Slowly Hank and Joe assembled the shell of the hut, and the creatures just watched and seemed 
to know when to keep out of the way.

“Good little lads, aren’t they?” said Joe, as he filled the shell with the strengthening compound.
Hank nodded and he and Joe started on the internals of the hut, starting with the bunks, and then 

the rest of the fittings, like the cupboards, the tiny kitchen, the computer and control screen.
“One last squirt of compound to set everything in place. And we’re done. What do you think, 

boys?” asked Joe as he switched on the main power. The solar array had been charging since the 
parts had been laid out and the indicator was already at about thirty per cent.

“Think, boys!” the creatures squeaked to each other as they swarmed into the hut. “Done, done, 
done.”

***
Joe and Hank kicked all the creatures out their hut and prepared for sleep.

“What do you think we should call them? The scientists will give them some fancy name, but 
what do you think?”

“Shrimps? No, too fishy. Munchkins? No, too twee.”
“What about ‘Squirts’?”
“No, too… Actually, that’s not bad.”
“Thanks. But I guess that a name will just happen.”
By the end of the week, they were known as ‘Squirts’.

***
When Joe and Hank woke up in the morning, they could tell that the creatures, the Squirts, were 
already around. They could hear them squeaking and now and then they could hear the deeper 
sound of Harry’s voice.

Hank opened the door of their cabin and started. “Hey, Joe, come and see this!”
The trees around the camp site looked as if someone had strung small hammocks from all the 

convenient branches. As Joe and Hank watched one of the hammocks seemed to unroll and a Squirt 
emerged. It swung along the support rope and the branch and climbed down the tree.

“Wow!”
“Good morning, gentlemen!” said Harry. “The little guys have moved in on us, it seems. What 

do you think?”
“That’s great! As long as they know to keep out of the way.”



“Out of the way! Out of the way,” squeaked one of the Squirts, waving his little three-fingered 
hands dismissively. The other Squirts giggled.

“They are brilliant at learning our language,” commented Harry. He did a fist-bump with the 
little creature.

“Oh, one of them let me examine him. Her. It. It giggled all the time! Hmm, actually, I don’t 
know if they have two sexes. No visible sex organs. Anyway, the one I examined had none. It did 
have a pouch, but I haven’t seen one without one.”

“Anything in the pouch, Harry?”
“Some of them have fatter pouches than others. They seem sensitive about the subject. I didn’t 

push things. Slowly does it.”
“What about babies?”
Harry turned to the Squirt he had fist-bumped.
“What about it, Holmes? What about babies?”
Harry patted the air at Holmes’ height, then a couple of times at a lower level.
“Babies?” Holmes asked. “Ah!”
He patted his stomach.
“That’s where the pouch is,” commented Harry. “Never mind for now, Holmes.”
“Babies?” squeaked Holmes, pointing at Harry’s stomach.
Harry had a significant pot-belly, so he laughed and said “No. Later, Holmes.”
Holmes nodded. “OK.”

***
Hank drove the ATV through the forest, with Joe in the passenger seat. Simpson and Harvey, two of 
the Squirts were riding along behind them. Someone had devised seats for the Squirts, and 3-D 
printed them, and attached them to the vehicle. ‘Seats’ was probably the wrong word as the Squirts 
preferred to travel standing up, but at least they were safely constrained in the vehicle by their little 
belts.

“OK, guys?” asked Joe.
“Yeah, Joe,” squeaked Simpson. “Hey, that’s a fruit tree, there.”
Joe took a photograph. “Noted, Simpson. What about that one, guys?”
Simpson and Harvey chattered to each other for a minute.
“Don’t know, Joe. Hard seeds. Crack them open. Good food.”
“Ah, we call those nuts. Noted, Simpson.”
Joe reflected that some of the Squirts had attached themselves to particular Humans. Simpson 

was always around Joe, and Harvey was always around Hank. Harry usually had Holmes around 
him, but quite a few of the smaller Squirts followed them round too. Sue, the botanist, was followed
by a Squirt she called Hemingway. They were always examining a flower or a vine or a tree 
together. The Squirts who weren’t drawn to particular Humans moved from one to the other all the 
time.

“Stop, Joe! Joe! Stop!” squeaked Simpson suddenly.
Joe stood on the brakes, throwing Humans and Squirts forward.
“What’s up, Simpson?”
Simpson and Harvey were squeaking at each other in the Squirts’ language.
“I don’t know the word, Joe. Big! Scary! Dangerous. Over there!”
His gestures were dramatic and forceful.
“An animal.”
“Yes. A big animal. Be careful!”



A large head appeared around a tree about one hundred yards away.
“Snake?” thought Joe, but a huge body followed the head and long neck through the forest, A 

tree that it brushed past toppled, snapping branches from other trees. A big vine stretched and 
snapped.

“It’s like a brontosaurus,” said Hank. “Look at those legs! They’re thicker than some of the 
trees.”

“Look, it’s got things living on it! Even at this distance I can see things running all over it! Wow!
There’s a bird on it! Right at the back.”

“’Bronto! Bronto!” squeaked the Squirts, jumping up and down, while Joe and Hank took 
photographs of animal.

“I think that the word that you were looking for is ‘monster’, guys. How dangerous is it?”
“Monster. Dunno,” squeaked Harvey. “Never seen one before. Smelled it and heard it. Hmm, 

monster!”
Simpson and Harvey chattered for a minute.
“Monster,” said Simpson.
The Bronto didn’t seem to be very dangerous. It swung its head about on its long flexible neck, 

but any movement other than that was slow.
“I think that we can get closer, guys,” said Hank and he drove the ATV closer to the Bronto. 

“Hmm, it’s getting boggy. I’m stopping.”
The Bronto looked at them, and decided to be somewhere else. It turned slowly, demolishing a 

few more trees, and disappeared back to the swamp from which it had apparently emerged. A wave 
spread across the swamp, lifting and dropped many duck-like creatures and floating water plants.

Hank backed the ATV away from the boggy area.
“I’m going to try to get closer to the swamp, boys. It looks drier over there, I think.”
They found a knoll on the edge of the swamp, watched the Bronto and others of its species 

wallowing around.
“Look, those big Brontos seem to have moss on them. And that creature with a crest on its back 

seems to be a different species.”
“Yeah, I’m snapping as many of them as I can.”
Hank turned the ATV round and suddenly a large log seemed to grow legs and slide down the 

bank into the murky water. As it did so, it opened a mouth full of teeth. A flock of pseudo-birds took
to the air in a hurry from a nearby low tree. The Squirts shrieked in surprise.

“Let’s get away from here,” said Hank. “That looks like a mega-crocodile.”
Simpson and Harvey were yelling “Croc, Croc, Mega-croc!” in their tiny voices.
“Don’t get scared, boys. We’re safe in the ATV. Anything that attacks us will regret it,” said Joe.
“I’m not scared,” said Simpson. “Excited! Safe? We’re safe?”
“Yes. If it tried to attack us it would get a shock. Literally.”
“OK, Joe. ‘Literally’?”
Joe had to explain the meaning of the word.

***
The Captain strolled back and forth behind his desk, and regarded Joe and Hank. Joe reflected that 
he didn’t know what the Captain was thinking. He never did.

“PCS?” said the Captain.
“Captain?” Joe knew what the initials meant. “The Squirts?”
“Yes, Joe.” The Captain sat down and continued to stare at Joe and Hank.



“Erm, you think that the Squirts could be a Potentially Competitive Species? They would be the 
first, wouldn’t they?”

“I asked you, Joe.” He stood up again and resumed pacing.
Hank and Joe exchanged a glance. “Well, sir, I’ve not thought about it.”
“First impressions?” pressed the Captain.
Hank was content to let Joe carry the conversation.
“Um, er, well, sir… They’re bright. Very bright. They learned our language pretty quickly. Um, 

very quickly. They’re friendly, and, since we have begun to trust them, they’ve been very helpful. I 
like them. So does everyone else.”

“Competitive?”
“I don’t think so, Captain. They haven’t created any towns and cities, sir. I asked and they said 

‘What for?’”
“Hmm.” The Captain walked up and down a few times more. “No ambition? No attempts to 

control?”
“No, sir. They only want to be friends. To be helpful, sir.”
“Hmm. I like the little buggers. When I go down to the surface, one called Newton follows me 

around.” He paused for a minute. “Actually, I gave him that name, I recall. I talked to him about 
this, in general terms of course. He nodded and told me that the Squirts didn’t have any ambitions. 
‘Except to be friends’, he said. Hmm.”

He turned to Joe and Hank.
“Ask your Squirts,” he said. “Talk to other crewmembers about this, get their opinions and let me

know.”
“What if they are a PCS, sir?”
“Then we have to make decision. We allow them to compete with us, we quarantine them, which

means preventing them from leaving their planet, or we destroy their planet.”
“Destroy their planet… ?”
“Yes, Joe. That’s one of the choices.”
“But…”
“It is my decision to make, Joe. I will, of course, consider the crew’s feedback, based on their 

expert opinions, and also their personal feelings. Um, please let Newton know that I will be down 
two days from now.”

“Sure, sir. It’s your decision?”
“Yes, Joe.” The Captain paused for thought. “We’ve found 36 planets with life on them. None of 

them have intelligent life, you know, though one or two come close. Those bear things. Hmm. I’m 
in a unique situation, because the Squirts are definitely intelligent. As I say, it’s my decision, and it 
will be tough.”

“Why did you talk to us first, sir? Shouldn’t you get the opinions of all the crew.”
“Yes, but I asked you two first because you are the closest we have to generalists. All the others, 

even Harry, are specialists. I’ll talk to the others later. In small groups.”
The Captain stroked his beard.
“I think I’ll remove the ban on the Squirts coming up here.

***
“Pass me the small wrench, please, Joe.”

Joe was lying prone in the corridor, and peered down the hole in the floor. “Are you OK in there, 
Simpson?”

“Yes, of course. Plenty of room. The wrench?”



“Ah, sure.” Joe passed the tool into the void.”
“Good. Good,” said Simpson’s little voice. “Is it this one?”
“Yeah, pal.”
Simpson struggled with the wrench.
“Not strong enough, pal?” asked Joe.
“Yeah, can you lend me some of your Human strength, Joe?”
“Sure.” Joe reached into the hole and grabbed the end of the tool. He exerted his strength and the

nut yielded, causing his knuckles to strike one of the other pipes in the void.
“Ouch!”
Simpson sniggered. “Thanks, Joe.”
He undid the loosened connection and pulled the pipe free. A cupful of water hit him in the 

face.”
“Shit!” he squeaked, and Joe laughed. He passed the replacement pump into the void.
“Now we are even. Here’s the replacement, pal.”
Simpson scowled at him, then laughed too. He took the new part and replaced the existing part, 

Joe added his strength to tighten the joints, and Simpson climbed out of the void. They replaced the 
tiles that covered the void.

“Thank, Simpson.”
“No problem, Joe. I’m glad that the Captain reversed his ban on us Squirts coming up to the 

ship.”
“Yeah. What do you think of it? The ship?”
“It’s amazing! We didn’t know anything, did we? We were happy creatures, weren’t we, but 

ignorant? But it’s a good thing for us, meeting you guys.”
“I hope so, pal. You guys weren’t ignorant, though. Just innocent. And I hope that you stay 

happy.”
***

The Captain looked at the two Squirts. One was sitting in a Human chair on the other side of the 
desk.

“Socrates, you know about my dilemma?”
The Squirt in the Human chair scratched his chin. It was a gesture that they had picked up from 

the Humans.
“Yes, Alan, I mean, Captain. You have to decide if we Squirts are a threat to you Humans. I 

understand that.”
Newton, who was sitting on the corner of the Captain’s desk, said “How can we be a threat, 

Alan? We are smaller and weaker than you, and we know nothing!”
“Yeah, Newton. But you learn so fast! Damn fast. Look how good you have been at learning our 

language.”
The two Squirts nodded.
“Hmm,” continued the Captain. “Everyone likes you, guys. That’s really unusual. People like 

dogs or cats or Betel sand lizards, but there is no species that everyone likes. Except you lot.”
“What can I say, Alan?” Socrates held his hands up in very Human gesture. “We don’t try to 

make people like us. It just happens.”
The Captain looked at the Squirt. “I believe you. I’ve talked with our scientists, especially Harry.

He’s our generalist, and he has been wondering too. Empaths, he calls you.”
Socrates again held up his hands.



When Socrates left, Newton jumped onto the arm of the Captain’s chair. His arm rested on the 
Captain’s shoulder. His tail waved to keep his balance.

“What do you think, Cap?”
“I think that you Squirts have something, Newton, that we don’t understand.”
“That’s not necessarily bad, though, pal.”
“True, Newt, true.”

***
Joe was walking through the camp when a Squirt ran up to him. He didn’t recognize the creature.

“Come, Joe, come!”
“OK, OK! What’s this about?”
Simpson was chattering to the newcomer. “It’s a problem with babies, Joe. Shall I get Harry?”
“Good idea, pal.”
Joe followed the new Squirt to a tree on the edge of the clearing. He realized that the Squirt 

‘hammock’ that the Squirt led him to was one of the older ones that had been there for a while. The 
new Squirt squeaked and the hammock unrolled and a Squirt emerged. It was lethargic and just 
hung from the cable that connected its hammock to the tree.

“Oh, my goodness!” Joe said, appalled. “There’s something in there!
The Squirt’s stomach was rippling.
Harry, Holmes and Simpson suddenly arrived.
“What’s the problem?” Harry asked.
“The Squirt is pregnant, I think,” answered Joe. “There’s something wrong, though.”
“Babies! The babies can’t get out!” squeaked Simpson.
“He will die!” said Holmes. “The babies will die, then he will die. His pouch won’t open!”
Harry grabbed the Squirt and ran back to his tent. He put the Squirt on a convenient table, and 

inspected it.
“Hmm, I can get one finger in the side of the pouch.”
He wiggled his finger about and the pouch slit opened a little and a little of the creature’s blood 

trickled from the slit, and it moaned.
“I’m going to try to force it open.”
He looked at the little creature.
“Sorry!”
The creature shrieked piercingly but the pouch only opened a little more.
“I’m going to have to use a scalpel,” said Harry.
Sweat was dripping down his face as he reached for a scalpel.
“Sorry, we’ve not got any anaesthetic for you Squirts yet. Are you OK?”
The Squirt nodded and closed its eyes. Harry carefully ran his scalpel down the pouch line.
“I hope I’m doing this right,” he said as he opened the pouch from side to side.
The Squirt made a mewing noise and its limbs trembled, as Harry made his cut. The cut bled a 

little but then the bleeding stopped.
“Let’s see what’s in there,” said Harry.
He felt around inside the pouch and came up with a caterpillar like creature, which the Squirt 

grabbed, and applied to a nipple on its chest. It delved in the pouch and pulled out three more grubs 
and attached them to its other nipples.

Joe was fascinated and a little repelled by the little grubs. “Wow! If we are to be around these 
guys, I guess we will have to get used to those little grubs.”

Harry looked at him in surprise.



“I think that they are cute! Anyway, Simpson, does that happen  a lot? What would happen to the
mother.”

“Mother, Harry?”
“Ahh, the Squirt who had the babies. We need to talk about biology, guys, but not now.”
Simpson and Holmes and the mother and the new Squirt had a squeaking chat. Part way through 

the mother Squirt carefully returned the grub-like infants to its pouch.
Holmes looked at the mother and stroked its back. “The babies would die, and Fermi would die 

as well. This is the first time for Fermi!”
“Fermi, can I take a look at a baby, or would that harm it?”
Fermi hesitated and  reached into her pouch. She carefully handed the baby to Harry.
“Ahh. Four limbs, not six, but those buds, those pseudo-limbs would help it hold on. It’s a little 

greasy. It’s not grub-like if you look closely. It’s just a small, chubby, hairless Squirt with those 
pseudo-limbs.”

Harry gently tickled the baby’s stomach and it wriggled. He handed the baby to Fermi who 
stuffed it into its pouch.

“It happens more often that the pouch doesn’t open these days,” said Holmes, his voice sad.
Harry patted his back. “Well, that was an emergency, but we should be able to help with future 

births, Holmes.”
***

“Well, that was interesting,” said Harry with a smile. He was referring to the little conference 
between the Humans and the Squirts on the subject of sex and reproduction.

“Yes,” squeaked Holmes. “I didn’t think that my people would be interested in the subject. I 
thought that we would be shy about it. But in the end almost everyone, Humans and Squirts, got 
involved.”

He gestured around. Small groups of Humans and Squirts were still chatting, and coffee, which 
the Squirts loved, was being sipped by both species.

“So, the little guys are hermaphrodites,” said Joe. “They change gender from time to time.”
“And you guys don’t. Wow that seems strange.” said Simpson. “Fancy being stuck as one gender

all your life!”
“We can’t imagine waking up one day and finding that we are a different gender!”
“It doesn’t happen overnight, pal!”
Harry butted in. “I’m not sure if it is hermaphroditism,” he said. “We’re talking about a whole 

different biology here. But the term will do for now.”
Harvey added his squeak to the conversation. “It was funny when Charles asked Sue and the 

Captain to take their clothes off so that we could see the difference. Teehee.”
“Ah, yes. Our nakedness taboo. Well, it was a good thing we had pictures. But you guys are not 

keen on showing your sexual organs either, even though you don’t normally wear clothes.”
“True. True,” agreed Harvey. “Charles should have realized, shouldn’t he?”
“Possibly. Harry got a laugh from you Squirts when he talked about ‘what’s in your pouches’. He

didn’t realize it was a slightly rude thing to say, guys.”
“Not rude, Joe. Impolite.”
“Ah.”

***
The ship was on its way to its next target system when the Captain called Joe and Hank in to see 
him. He didn’t need to ask them to bring Simpson and Harvey along, because these days it was 
assumed that the Humans would bring along their Squirt pals.



The Captain looked at his Squirt friends, Newton and Socrates. Most of the crew had one close 
Squirt friend, and a few had two. Harry, the generalist, had Holmes and an ever-changing cohort of 
the younger Squirts. Fermi, the one that Harry had helped with a pouch that wouldn’t open, was 
also never far from Harry.

“Anyway, guys, I sent Star Command my opinion about the Squirts. You would all have seen it. I
don’t believe that they are any threat to the Human race, so I’ll not be using a planet buster. 
Obviously, I was of that opinion when I let the Squirts up to the ship, but Colin readily agreed with 
me, which surprised me a little. What do you think, guys?”

Colin was the Vice-Captain and the Security Officer.
Joe looked at Hank, who as usual let his partner speak for them both.
“I’ve liked them from the start Captain. It’s nice having them around. Simpson is great if we 

have to work in small places, and he’s really useful if I need tools passed to me.”
“Mmm.” The Captain looked at them. “Do they affect your interaction with other Humans?”
Joe looked at Hank again.
“No, sir. Hank and I still get along, as we always did. Simpson and Harvey have been great. The 

team has sort of expanded. They have added to our knowledge of this planet amazingly, because 
they know many plants and animals. But they are so quick that they often spot things before we do, 
and that makes things so much easier when we are exploring. But they are such nice guys that we 
love having them around.”

“Mmm. The couples we have on board, Sue and Greg, Martin and Olaf, for example, have told 
me that the little guys seem to know when the Humans want time alone and disappear for a while.”

The Captain stood up and walked backwards and forwards behind his chair. He did this just 
before he asked the important questions, Joe knew.

“Are they perhaps, too good to be true?”
The Squirts who were present were silent, but their tails were active, swaying from side to side, 

curling and uncurling. Joe noticed this too, but it didn’t change his mind.
“No, sir. I think that they are exactly what they seem to be.”
“Are they just pets?”
“No, sir. Definitely not. Companions.”
“Hmm,” said the Captain. “Dismissed, guys. Dismissed.”
Joe and Hank along with Simpson and Harvey left.
“Coffee?” squeaked Newton.
“Yes, please, Newt.”
Socrates looked at the Captain.
“Do they know?” he asked.
“Do they know that I can be over-ruled? That a planet-buster could still be used? I don’t know. 

They could always check the regulations, but I’ve only talked about it with you two.”
“Is that why you agreed to take us with you? To take our ‘tribe’ into space?”
“It helps salve my conscience, it’s true, Socrates. I think that I am right, but someone will arrive 

at this system later and will check up me, and may disagree with my decision. They will go to other 
places on the planet, and will interact with other ‘tribes’. I believe that I have made the right 
decision, but I may be over-ruled. Newton. Socrates. I’ve done my best for you and your people.”

“Thank you, Alan. Captain. What will happen if they decide to destroy our planet? You will have
a contingent of our species on board.”



“Ah. That. Well we will not be allowed to return to any Human planet with you on board. We 
could leave you on another planet, I suppose, but I’ll not abandon you. We will be doomed to travel 
for as long as there is a living Squirt on board.”

“Captain, thank you. I’m so sorry.”
The Squirt had tears in his eyes.
“Thank you,” said the Captain, quietly. Then he smiled. “But cheer up. We, the Human crew, 

were selected partly because we don’t mind being away from Earth for long periods of time, and I 
think that you little guys are going to help us keep cheerful.”

“Coffee,” said Newton, as he stretched as high as he could, and put the Captain’s coffee on his 
desk.”

“Thanks, pal.”
***
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