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Chapter One

"Selena Christian, stand and face the court.” With neither haste nor reluctance, Selenarose from her chair
at the defense table and faced the court. It was the third week of her tria, and her lawyer was sweeting
with eagernessto berid of her. Contempt for him, and for the curious, seething mass of spectators
straightened her shoulders. Her golden eyes flashed in the sudden blaze of light as holo crews switched
on their machines to record every twitch for posterity -Treason, sedition, conspiracy, thelist of charges
seemed asendless asadark street on alondy night. When she heard the word "witchcraft”" she barely
suppressed alaugh. Were she awitch, she would have conjured hersdf the hell out of here, leaving atrall
of snakes and mice. Her so-caled lawyer would be no trick; Mollswas dready two-thirds mouse. The
rest was pure rat.

And the prosecutor.... An unpleasant smile distorted Selena’s lips. For a searing instant she craved the
malevolent powersimplied in the charges. Then Mark Curien would suffer asfew men had.

Asthough sensing her hodtility, the prosecutor turned his atention to her. His face and body gave away
nothing when he looked at her. Hiseyesdid not linger on her lustrous dark hair or thefinely turned curves
of her body, nor did they approve of her tautly restrained energy asthey once had. Now, it was as
though acomputer had scanned her and said, yes, thishuman is Sdena Chrigtian.

"Sit down, Sdena," whispered her lawyer urgently. "And don't Stare a anyone, especialy Mr. Curien.”

Sdlenaleaned away from Molls, but sat down asdirected. "Doesit matter?' she said very softly. "I'm
dead whether | stare or shut my eyes.”

"Y ou ought to know. Y ou hel ped Curien write the death warrant.”

Anger tightened Sdlends handsinto claws. "Let go, little man. I've had enough shrill from you. We agree
that Curienisasnake and I'm abird-mind; not let it be. I'm paying the charge."

"Onthe contrary,” he whispered. "The Minority is paying. We would have had the Humanistos where it
grows close. They would have been powerless, humiliated, defeated. World Government would have
been rid of them. But no; you had to..."

Sdendslook shut off Molls invective just asthe judge called for thefirst in the daily parade of witnesses.
Without interest, Selena recognized the government agent who had arrested her. He identified her for the
court.

Hisvoice reminded her of that night—how many months ago?—when she took the payoff to Nado's
drop. Nado, long may he writhe, was an Ear. If any paranswere around and using their talents, he'd find
them. And if the parans weren't registered, Nado blackmailed them. Not too much. He left you enough
to survive, if you didn't mind starving.



Nado, of course, was registered. He was a citizen in good standing, an Ear, acombination bloodhound
and judas goat and a useful tool of the government—or anyone €l se who could afford him.

Sdlenawondered briefly if Nado had been caught, then dismissed it asirrelevant. He probably was short
or owed afavor, and she was payment.

The government man stepped down, to be replaced by the other person who had assisted at the arrest.

Asthe Good Earther took the stand, Selena didn't bother to conceal her contempt. The sect was not
nearly so powerful asit had been ten years ago. Green cowls and jumpsuits, pyrite cubes and saltwater
were losing their hold over the average mind. Even little children get bored with too many fairy tales, no
matter how terrifying.

Again she heard the ingpid Good Earth incantation:
<em

Of this Good Earth

Redtrain the Devil

And hiscurse.

The Blessed Cube

Shidds pure minds

To keep the Faithful

From Demonkind.

At least thistime she hadn't gotten aface full of saltwater. In fact, she thought she had heard afew
snickers from the spectators.

Apparently the exorcist had heard laughter, too. He glared at the crowd, kissed his pyrite talisman
perfunctorily, and declared himsdlf ready to answer questions.

Sdenaligened to the exorcigt's catadogue of paran bestiditiesfor afew minutes, then withdrew into
hersdlf. It was the same old shrill which had hunted and killed her parents and made her lifeahigh-wire
act strung between the poles of secrecy for surviva and hunger for human contact. Haunting memories of
warm arms and laughter, of kissesthat healed cuts and long talks that stretched her mind: the past had
made the present intolerable. It would have been better if her parents had hated her. Then she would
accept hatred as normal, rather than be tormented by loneliness.

Selenamoved her shouldersimpatiently. The past was dead; as soon asthis farce ended she would be
dead, too. Everything else was shrill. Sheld had plenty of practice a being alone. If the novety of being
close to another person had flipped her off the high wire, then sheld pay the charge—and not ask
whether the flame was worth the candle.

But wasit?

In bittersweet torment the last months flooded her thoughts. The terrifying night of her arrest, being
dragged and kicked and kicking back, lashing out against her captors and the stuporous drug invading
her mind and body until even terror dept.



Thefirg cell was smdll, painted Good Earth green, stinking with old sweet. The drug wore off dowly, but
fear didn't wake. Fear isborn of hope and her mind had completed the equation burned into her
childhood: capture equas death. One pole of life was gone; the hope of survival lay toppled; the
high-wire act ended.

Only londliness remained.

Bardly had she grasped this when the cell door opened, framing the green jumpsuit of aGood Earth
acolyte—or assistant. The Good Earth was both sect and administrative corps of the Humanistos party.

But thiswas no administrator. He was too young and drops of fear rode his forehead. His speech was an
incoherent mixture of incantation and questions. The only thing she understood was hisfear of her and his
hatred.

When his questions went unanswered, he swung histalisman at her. She saw the golden arc of pyrite and
felt aflash of pain across her cheek.

And she did not move. She, who had fought over scrapsin the gutter, who knew the ways of
hand-killing, she let afrightened acolyte flay her with a pyrite talisman.

Shedidn't turn away, but stared at him with unreadable yellow eyes. She heard him scream "Devil!™, saw
his hand raised for a second blow, green deevefdling away from athin and trembling arm. Then faint
surprise when the glittering chain stayed suspended, itsarc diminishing into stillness.

A different voice spoke, avoice of richness and power, warmth and anger. "Meditate upon the devils
within you, acolyte. They will kill you sooner than she.”

Long brown fingers uncurled from the acolytés wrigt, freeing him. He left with a hurried bow, closing the
door quietly.

Although the new man was dressed in Good Earth green, he wore the loose shirt and cowl which
distinguished high officids of the Humanistos party. The cowl partialy conceded unruly chestnut hair,
made amystery of olive green eyes, degpened lineswhich curved hislipsinto areassuring smile. Not until
his hand gently touched her cheek did her old reflexesreturn.

When sheflinched away he said softly, "I won't hurt you, Selena Chrigtian. | just want to see how badly
that idiot cut you."

When his hand again touched her, she didn't move. She watched his eyes wordlesdy while he examined
the cut.

"Not deep. Clean. Should heal quickly. Unlessyou want to seeadoctor... 7'
She made no response.

"Doesit hurt?'

Nothing.

"Do you understand that | won't hurt you?"

Slence

Perplexed, the man returned her unwavering ook, trying to reach behind the golden eyes. Then he
seemed to redlize that she wasn't staring at him, she was staring through him.



He smoothed her tangled hair away from the cut cheek.
"Canyouwak?'

Wordlessly, Selena stood and walked past him. She turned at the closed door, wavered, and would have
fadlen had he not caught and held her.

His strange green eyes were so close. She had not been so close to anyone, ever. Fear struggled in her:
to be close wasto invite betraya and death.

Then she laughed weakly, startling him. "Y ou can't hurt me," she whispered. "No one can. I'm dead.” Her
laughter muted to tears, then soared again to laughter. "1'm free! All those horrible years. No more
running; no more fear."

With atrembling sigh she murmured "Freel" and became adead weight in hisarms.

When she wakened again, she wasin adifferent room. Sunlight danting between window barstold her it
was either early morning or late afternoon. With a start she redlized her old clothes were gone. In their
place a green robe wrapped around her.

Good Earth green. Her lips curled, then flattened. It didn't matter. What did matter was that the robe was
clean and warm and softer than anything she had ever owned. She rubbed her pam appreciatively over
the fabric. With the drug out of her system her senseswere again acute.

She waited for the old habitua fear to come. When it didn't, she relaxed and enjoyed the smple sensua
pleasure of fine cloth soothing and caressing her skin. A smal smileroseto her lipsand stayed, blurring
old lines of suspicion and fear.

"l hope you'refeeling as good as you look, Sdena.”

Startled, she stood to face the intruder.

"I didn't have achancetotel you my name yesterday. I'm Mark Curien.”

Selena nodded and sat again on the bed. Even now, fear didn't return. Only this strange acquiescence.
"Am| drugged?

"No. Why?'

Shelooked at him intently, believed, and said, "I'm learning the truth of the old saying, "Without hope,
without fear."" Her soft laughter filled the room. "How much time do | have, Goodman Curien, beforel
die?"

"I am not a Good Earther, Selena. Cal me Mark. And are you so sure we want your death?”

"I'm a Branlow mutant. Every known Branlow is either dead or 'missing.’ The Good Earthers saw to
thet."

"Humanigtos are not Earthers.”
Wordlesdy Selenaheld out the skirt of her green robe.

He sighed. "Earthers have rich patrons throughout the world. Old money. The oldest. But they lost much
of ther following after the Revolution. Humanistos had many followers, but little money. Wejoined.



Earthers pay the carge, but Humanistos control the power."

Sdlenamade no comment. The permutations and manipulations of political power held little interest for
her. For whatever reason, at the hands of whatever palitica group, her high wire had broken.

"Why areyou here?' shesad findly.
"l will assist at your trid. To do that, I'll need to know more about you."
"I'm a Branlow mutant. What more is there to know?"

"Being amutant, even amutant with paranorma powers, isno offense.” Heignored her bitter laughter
and continued. "'If you had registered as a paranormal you would be free. But unregistered, you violate
the Alien Conspiracy Acts."

"Andif | registered, | could walk out free," she said sardonically.

"No. It'stoo late for that. Thetria will decide whether you used your taentsillegaly. If youreinnocent of
conspiracy, you'l befined for not registering and given your freedom. If you're guilty, then you may,
indeed, die

"Alien contact,” she said contemptuoudy. "What shrill. The Rynlon were given an outshift years ago,
thanksto your Earthers. | couldn't conspire with them if | wanted to."

"Do you want to?"

"No," shesad irritably, "but there is something | want to do."

"y e

Mark looked chagrined. "I forgot. | left ordersthat no one was to come near your room."

He activated the intercom and ordered breakfast for two. Within minutes a discreet knock announced the
arriva of food.

AsMark set out the dishes, an odd shyness came over Sdena. She hadn't eaten with anyone for longer
than she cared to remember.

"If you're worried about drugs,” said Mark casudly, I'll trade food with you."

Sdlena shook her head and sat down across from him. The table was so small she could fed the warmth
of hislegsthrough her thin robe, smdll the clean scent of his skin, count the bronze hairs which rippled
and shone with each movement of hisarm. An old, amorphous desire rose in her—to be close, to touch,
alittle girl'slonging honed by awoman's sensudity.

"Sdena? What isit?'

Shelooked at hisface, S0 near, sseming to care, and sudden anger pumped through her. "What isit?I'm
apariah, aparan, afreak. | haven't eaten with or been touched by anyone since | wasten. And there you
gt, eating with me, touching me—"

"Areyou afrad?’



"Damn you! No! But even freaks," she said harshly, "have the same fedings as normals.”

Mark camly put down hisfork. "If by freaks you mean paranormds, you're partly right. Parans do have
the same needs as normals, with this difference: parans need more intensay. Their response to every type
of simulusis exaggerated. Lower pain threshold, pleasure threshold, hunger, thirst, sexudity, every
'normal’ fedling is magnified. In addition, the paran must cope with a congtant, involuntary tide of
information and emotion from the people around him. The sensory load on the brain is staggering. Some
cannot take it and retreat into insanity. The parans who survive mentadly intact invariably have superior
intelligence. Intelligence, after dl, isthe ability to assmilate datafrom which new data can be made. This
intelligence, however, does not guarantee emotiona tranquility. It merely guarantees that when aparan
actsimpulsvely—which is often—he knows very well the varieties of fool heis.

"Parans are al too human, Selena. Now eat your breskfast.”
Sdlenalooked at him wonderingly. "Y ou're not afraid of me. . don't even disgust you."

Mark'slow laugh seemed to tingle across her arms. ™Y ou don't seem to redlize how attractive you are,
Sdena” Helooked &t her curioudy. "Surely other men have noticed.”

Sdenas mouth became ahard line. "The first thing my parents taught me was that human contact outsde
the family would lead to betraya and death.”

"And after your parents died?’
She picked up her fork. "I survived.”

Selena pressed againgt the hard plastic chair, stretching the muscles of her back. Malls
cross-examination of the Earther had proved the obvious: fanaticism and insanity coexisted in the Good
Earth sect. The next witness, adoctor, was describing exactly which qualities set Branlows gpart from
norma. She half-listened to the present, haf-remembered the past, drifting on currents of fact and
emotion,

"... little difference between a Branlow infant and anormd baby. At firgt, we assumed that al
ydlow-eyed infants were Branlows. However, that proved not to be the case. The allele for yellow-eyes
has become as common asthat for green eyes. It ismerely one of the more obvious of the thousands of
mutations which have been recorded. I'm sure that the Court is aware of the 'epidemic’ of mutations
which began in the twenty-first century and has continued unabated. Thus, whileal known Branlows
have yelow eyes, lessthan .001% of yellow-eyed people are Branlows. The Branlow mutation itself is
rare. Less than .0000032% of dl live births are Branlows."

"Dr. Sayre," interrupted Mark, "are you sure that the defendant is a Branlow mutant?*

"Quite sure. Molecular scanning isvery precise. Although Selena Christian carries an ident card which
sates that sheis one of the thousands of yellow-eyed normals, thereis no doubt that her genes are those
of aBranlow mutant.”

Selena suppressed a desire to announce that the card had cost her parents haf ayear'sincome, and that
they had bought it from aHumanistos forger. Mark knew it; sheld told him months ago. She had told him
many other things, too.

She had been afoal.

How easy, even pleasurable, he had made it. For weeks she saw no one el se, nothing to undermine the
near-giddiness of finaly being accepted by another person. Even when hetold her that some of their



conversations would be taped, even then she had felt no warning. What do the al most-dead have to fear?
Those hundred dreamlike days of mutua exploration, of growing certainty that he took as much pleasure
in her friendship asshetook in his,

God, how the touch of human kindness burned! It was abright flamein the center of the universe which
consumed and renewed her. And she till didn't know when it began. Perhapsthe day shetested his
satement that parans didn't disgust him. They had tacitly evolved aroutine of forma questionsfor the
tape followed by informal conversation.

Often the questions were the same, apparently as a safe-guard againgt lying. The day had begun routingly
enough.

"Repesters again, Selena. | know you're not lying, but His Eminence likesto be sure"
Sdenasaid nothing, content to admire Mark's grace as he quickly set up the machine.
"Ready?" he asked.

She nodded.

"Is Selena Chrigtian your true name?"

"It was the custom of my mother's people to give girls just one name. When the girl contractsfor a
relaionship, she takes the man's family name. Intime my parents redlized that no man would ever want
me, SO they temporized and called me Selena of the Spirit. After they were murdered, | took the name
Chrigian."

"How were you different from other children your age?’

"I never was around any children of my own age. By thetime | was old enough to have friends, it was
too dangerous. My parents made it quite clear that the only way to keep a secret isto share it with no
one. No one."

"And you were the secret.”
IIY$II

"It'shard to believe that you had no friends after your parents died. Especialy when you became a
woman."

Sdenasghed. They had been over this one many times. His Eminence must till be hopeful of uncovering
other parans through her. She spoke at the machine. "No person or friendship isworth dying for."

"Y our parents died for you."
"They had each other. For dl | know they till do.”
"That'sdl their sacrifice meant to you?"

"I loved them and then | was|eft behind. Eveniif | were norma | wouldn't love again. Thereis nothing
worse than being left behind.”

"Yet," he sad, reaching out and touching her face, "you show no reluctance, nofear..."

Sdlenalaughed, but there waslittle joy in the sound. "No, I'm not afraid of your friendship, Mark. Even



should I loveyou," she said ddliberately, "I'll be dead |ong before your love could hurt me."
When he would have protested, she said, "No. | believe everything you say, except that I'll live."
"Youwant to die" hesaid bluntly.

Sdenadrew in her breath swiftly. "1 could have died many times. | fought to live. | gave up everything to
urvive”

"Y ou gave up too much. Y ou left yoursdf no reasontolive.”

"That's enough,” she blazed. "When you've lived my life you can criticizeit. Until then your opinions arent
worth acold turd.”

Mark's eyes narrowed, but al he said was, "I guess| should be grateful for your bdli€f. It permitsyou to
be awoman for the fird—and last—timein your life."

"Next question,” she said coldly.
Silence diretched, then Mark said, "All right, Selena, well do it your way. For now."
"Now isdl thereis"

Mark ignored her words and resumed questioning. "' A few days ago you mentioned that you're unusually
adept with animas. Isit aparan tdent?

"If rather precise empathy is paranormal, yes."
"How did you use this empathy?"
"Tomakefriends.”

"But never with people?’

"No."

"Why?

"I didn't need it with my parents.”

"After your parentsdied, didn't you usethis gift?"
"Never."

"Not even to make lifelesslondy?'

Sdlenalooked at him with rising irritation. "1 said never and | meant it. Y ou can't trust people, so what
good arefriends.”

"All people aren't like Nado, Sdena”

"No. Therest are so scared of paransthey don't know whether to throw up or go get amob. If you're
lucky, they just puke.”

"How old are you when the Revolution began?'



"Hfteen."

"And you were sixteen when you came to the Humanistos school 7!

"Nineteen."

Mark raised his eyebrows. "Why did you lie about your age?'

"I looked more like fourteen than nineteen. Sixteen seemed like agood compromise.”
"How old are you now?"

"Twenty-gx."

"How much do you know about the specific characterigtics of the Branlow mutation?”

"Other than werre dow to mature physically, not much. | don't subscribe to the Earther's shrill about
shape-changing and mind-stealing and perversonstoo disgusting to talk about.”

"Every religion hasits demonology,” he answered calmly. "But what of such paranormd abilitiesas
mindspeech?"
She made awry face. "More shrill."

"You'reeither lying or you aren't a Branlow. Mogt of the known paran mutations are capable of
mindspeech after the onset of puberty. Branlows are among the earliest users of mindspeech—generally
inther third year."

Sdenagared at himin didodief. "Then I'm not a Branlow mutant?'

Mark put his hand on her cheek and absently moved his thumb over the high ridge of cheekbone ashe
thought over her question.

"Did you ever try mindspeech?' he said findly.

"l... once, maybe." Selena closed her eyes as she searched for the memory. "l was very young and I'd
hurt myself. | wanted my mother. | didn't cry out to her, but she came anyway. She was afraid—and
furious. She punished me by leaving me donefor along time. | never tried mindspeech againwith a

person.”
She opened her eyesto find hisonly inches away. "Did you ever want to try mindspeech?' he said.

“No."
"Not even in your dreams?"

"Yes. No. |... don't want to talk about it." Then, perversdly she wanted very much to talk about it, to see
his horror when he heard, and the fear of parans which he denied.

"Yes" shesad, "I've used mindspeech in my dreams, but not with humans. And,” sarcadticdly, "not asa
congpiracy. | don't even know if the planet exigts, or if | madeit up to keep me company.”

"Y ou're not making sense.”

Sdlena smiled strangely, never looking away from hiseyes. "For aslong as| can remember I've dreamed
of astrange, desolate planet inhabited by even stranger creatures.”



"You'resureit wasn't Earth?"
"Thelifeform wastoo dien."
"Describeit.”

"Large beings, cat-like in agility and speed. They have akind of society based on either tel epathy or
empathy.”

"And you felt you were on another planet with these, ah, cats?'

"Not physicaly. | wassmply an observer. | couldnt mind-spesk with them.”
"Didyoutry?'

"Yes"

"Was each dream dike?'

"Not exactly. At timesthey radiated—well, intense benevolence. At other timesthey were mentaly
joined in greet joy. And sometimes... sometimes..."

"Goon."

"Sometimes | felt whole families die, crushed by the shifting mantle of their own planet.” Tears starred her
eyes. "It was horrible." She shook her head to drive the memory away. "I can't describeit.”

"How often have you dreamed of these beings?'
"Many times. | don't know exactly."
"Have you ever dreamed of other dien life?"

"No." Shewaited tensdly for him to show disgust at her confesson. Asif he knew her thoughts he smiled
gently, gpprovingly.

Suddenly shefdt she must see hisface without the green cowl blurring hisfeatures. With trembling hands
she did the cowl onto Mark's shoulders, to look into aface whose past had left deep lines of pain across
afull forehead. But the pain was balanced by the light which made his eyes crysta pools of green, and his
lips smiled when her hair fdl againgt them. Hisarmstightened around her until she felt the supple heat of
his body benegth the heavy green robe.

She didn't remember how long he held her that first time, only that she wanted to be yet closer to him.
She was drunk with the glory of being desirable to someone who knew she was a paran, someone
who...

Sdlena choked the memories, but they refused to die. It had been alie, agame. She writhed with
humiliation at the thought of how he must have seen her—apitifully eager, revoltingly responsive paran.
He had touched her, yes, but never completely, saying that it would be unfair. But after she wasfree,
then...

One day Mark didn't cometo her room. Two days. Three. By thefifth day she was nearly frantic;
months of companionship had |eft her ill-prepared to resume loneliness.

Then aday which was even worse than her capture.



"Miss Sdena Chrigian?'
The unfamiliar voice sartled her. She nodded diffly.

"I'm Robert Malls, your lawyer. I'll defend you against the Hurnanistos' accusations of treason, sedition,
and witcheraft."

"Defend me?But..."

"Now don't worry, Miss Chrigtian. Y ou have an excellent chance for acquitta. People arefinally
beginning to question the wisdom of the persecution which followed the Good Earth Rebellion. We hope
to make your trid awatershed in public opinion. Therésared opportunity..."

"What happened to Mark—Mr. Curien? He was to defend me."

"Mark Curien?' said the lawyer increduloudy.

Selenanodded.

"Mark Curien isthe prosecuting atorney. Y ou havent talked with him, have you?"

"He can't be. He said he was going to help me."

"Then you have talked with him," the lawyer sighed. "What exactly did he say about heping you?'

"Hesaid that hewasto assst at my trial. For the last three monthswe've... Do you meanthat | redly
had achanceto survivethetrid, that he..." Wordsfailed as Sdenaredized the extent of hisbetrayal.

Robert Malls opened his briefcase, cursing the credulity of young women. "Oh yes. Hell assist you at the
trid. Right into the flame chamber.”

Selena had no response. She could only stare and hope Robert Molls was an gpparition that would
disappear with the breakfast tray.

The lawyer sighed again and patted her shoulder. "Don't take it too hard. If you didn't say too much well
gtill have achance. And we will be heard. The Minority Leader has demanded apublic trid in hopes of
dispdling the basdessfear of paranorma mental abilities”

"But the Humanistos—"

"—will fight to prevent enlightenment,” finished Mr. Malls. "However, if you follow my directions, well
have agood chance. Now, thiswill be our strategy..."

"A few questionsfirg, Mr. Malls," said Sdlena. "The government arrested me. Why should it suddenly
defend me?'

"You'relearning suspicion alittle late, aren't you?"
Sdenalifted her dender chin and glared at him.

"Ummm, yes. Tell me, Sdena—may | cal you Sdena? Tell me then, how much do you know about the
Good Earth Rebdlion?!

"Very little. But | do know it's called arevolution, not arebellion.”

Thelawyer smiled. "A revolution is, politically and redlistically spesking, amovement which succeedsin



permanently changing the structure of government. Asthe Humanistos seem to be losing effective politica
power, | prefer to call their machinations arebelion.”

"Rebdlion or revolution,” snagpped Sdena, "I'm ill in prison.”

"True. And undoubtedly what little you do know about the world is highly danted by Humanisto
propagandigs.”

Sdena shrugged.

"Sdena," sad Malls, "I'll answer your questions only if you listen. Y ou wanted to know why I—a
government lawyer—am defending you. While I'm not as attractive as young Curien, | can do you alot
more good. Now listen and let your brain, rather than your gonads, decide whom to trust.”

Selenasmacked her hands together. She didiked the little man. He was so sure sheld fallen for Curien.
So sure sheld been stupid. And so right.

"Try to forget your vanity long enough to behave sensibly. Believe me, Sdena, death ismorefina than
injured pride.”

Sdlenasat down and put her head in her hands. Black hair cascaded over her face and lay shining across
her knees. She wanted to cry but had lost the ability years ago.

The Humanistos, the Mg ority party, hadn't the power to kill her without atrid, so Mark had been kind
and warm and—she'd walked into the trap of his olive green eyes. Now the Minority party suddenly was
offering help. What did the Minority redly want? What wastheir trgp?

Sdenalifted her head. "Mr. Malls, tel me about politics.”

Thelawyer looked into her jewd-hard eyes and felt awave of cold move over him. Perhapstelling her
would be amistake. But he cleared histhroat and began.

"Fifteen years ago, Earth was contacted by an aien race, the Rynlon, through a combination of telepathy
and speech. The newly evolved United World Government wasiinitidly strengthened as people were
basicaly more scared by the Rynlon than delighted by the contact. But an Extraterrestrial Embassy was
created and relations continued with few incidents.

"Unfortunately, astime passed, afeding of inferiority—and therefore hatred—grew among the masses. It
had been taken for granted by humanity that we would one day inherit the cosmos by right of natural and
spiritua superiority. To be preceded in this was unthinkable. So men stopped thinking.”

Mr. Molls paused and glanced at Selenas intent yellow eyes. He cleared histhroat again and resumed
taking.

"The masses became obsessed with being untainted by anything different or ‘dien.’ Paranorma menta
powersin particular became the mark of the dien. Under the careful guidance of the Good Earth Sect,
fear and frudgtration became a political movement.

"Within eight years after first contact, the millions of Earther convertsrose up and demanded that dl dien
contact cease asit was ugly, unnaturd, and evil. It was eection time, so World Government hastened to
send the Rynlon packing. For six months there was relaive peace on Earth.

"But peace was not helpful in recruiting membership for the Earthers. They findly joined with the
Humanistos and Tien began his climb for power. After he consolidated his hold over Earthersand



"Nistos, he began anew campaign to rouse even more followers on the pretext that the Rynlon were not
out of contact with Earth. Oh, no. All those paranormaswho had assisted in the initial contact were il
working with the Rynlon; the Devil was till on Earth.

"The frightened people rose again and demanded the surrender of al the unlucky celebrities who had
aided in contact with the Rynlon. A minor bureaucrat stole the government records pertaining to
paranormals and presented them to the Humanistos. Dominic Tien then had the sine quanon of power:
an dlusve, dangerous enemy to give plausibility to his repressive demands. And the hunt for thousands of
paranormals would provide cohesion and catharsis for the foreseegble future.”

Moalls paused. Selend's attention had not once drifted during his discourse.
"Go on, Professor. Y ou haven't told me why the government wants me free.”

"W, during the Good Earth Rebellion, known paranormals either died or disappeared. The Earthers,
and later the "Nistos, fed on fear. They had to have their devils—or some other equally powerful tool. By
now, Tien was closeto having the Mgority Party. He pushed through certain reforms, such as secret
policeto track down paranormals and special courtsto try them. The Humanistos police, who were
nearly al Earthers, became quite powerful. In recent years, anyone disagreeing with the "Nistos stood a
good chance of being tried asan dienin the "Nistos' courts. Certain key nations occurred, with
the dead Minority officias being replaced by Humanistos. But some of the people have begun to get
restless. Tien's 'dien arrests are more and more transparently political. Demands have been made that
the Alien Conspiracy Acts be repedled, thereby effectively squelching the Humanistos source of power.
The Minority, of course, would be delighted to limit Tien's power. We've hidden records, bribed,
propagandized— and that's where you come in. The petitions for reped are circulating now. If, during
your trid, it can be demonstrated that you—a Branlow paranorma—constitute no threet to the sanity
and souls of the people, then the petitions have sixty per cent chance of successand Tienwill be
blocked. If thetrid goesthe other way, the Minority will have to either openly fight the Humanistos or
join them and bore from within."

"If the Humanistos are so strong, why do they tolerate the Minority?"

"They're not strong enough to fight openly either. Infact, they had to agreeto apublic trid with aneutra
judge”
"Neutrd?"

"Y es. He belongs neither to the Minority nor to the Humanistos, asfar aswe cantell.”

"Well, now | now where | sand,” said Selena. "Right in alarge pile of crap. Y ou want meto help you
spread it around.” She paused, reflecting on what he had said. Her face settled into hard lines as she
searched for the trap. "My conditions for helping you are freedom, money, and protection,” she said
finlly.

"But I'm hereto save your life," protested Molls.

"Bull. You're hereto push the Minority. If I'm going to be used again, I'm going to be paid. Wl paid. If
you don' like my offer, I'll talk with the Humanistos and see what they'll do for me. They'd probably love
to have awitness againg the Minority in thislittle game, wouldn't they?' Sdenasmiled as Mall's mouth
opened and shut soundlesdly.

"Why, you conniving..." hefindly sputtered.



"l was stupid once, asyou o kindly pointed out,” said Selena, her eyes brilliant with maice. "I won't
make that mistake again.”

Further recriminations stopped at aloud knock on the door. Selenawalked over and opened it. An
acolyte said, "Therésamessage for Mr. Malls. He'sto call his superior as soon as possible.”

"That'sfine" said Sdena. "I'm surethat they'll have alot to talk about.”

The next day Moallsreturned and wordlessly spread out a contract for Selenato read. His expression
mirrored his distaste. Sdlena smiled coldly and skimmed the contract until she understood itsthree
pertinent clauses. The government accepted her dedl, would pay her very well, and guaranteed her
freedom and protection. The only catch was that they requested the right to test and examine her every
month for fifteen years.

"Wheat if | refuseto beaguineapig?'
"Noded," said Mallswith relish.
Sdenasigned the contract without father question.

"Now," said Malls, gathering up the contract, "' want you to tell me everything you told Curien that bears
on your paranorma powers, particularly anything to do with contacting the Rynlon." He switched ona
recorder.

Selenaclosed her eyes and repested the pertinent conversations verbatim.

"Isthat everything?'

"That isdl that you requested. My memory isflavless™

Her certainty made the lawyer pause and look at her golden eyes with something approaching disbelief.

"No, Mr. Malls, I don't know that my memory is part of the Branlow syndrome. | do know that | don't
forget anything, ever."

"Ummm. That must be quite ussful.”
"It hasits drawbacks," said Selena bitterly.

"Well, at any rate, not too much of what you said to Curien isredly damaging. The dreams are bizarre, of
course, but hardly dangerous. And you can't read minds, so dl the Brotherhood redlly has on you isthe
fact that you're a Branlow mutant and Branlows are parans. Ah, that is, they have paranorma menta
abilities”

"Theword 'paran’ is nothing but convenient dang, Mr. Malls. | don't attach obscene or derogatory
meaningstoit. If you want to insult me, you'll haveto find another way," said Sdena.

Mollsignored her fina comment. Then. Asyou said, the shortened form is convenient. Now, being a
paran isnot per seillegd. What isillegd isto use your powersto make contact with the Rynlon. You
have not done so?"'

"NO_"

"Youresure?'



IIYSIII

"Good. Now about thetrial. | don't care whether you lie from one end of the proceeding to the other, so
long as you continue to say that you've never contacted the Rynlon. You'reasmart girl," he bowed
sardonicaly, "and you should be able to handle the prosecution—now. If you can lie to good effect, do
s0. Thereé'stoo much at stake to quibble about ‘truth.' Y our arrest was amatter of politicsand thetria
verdict will certainly reflect this. Understand?!

"Yeah. I'm apoor orphan who's had alousy time of it and | don't know nothing about those wicked
parans who want to cause trouble for the good kind Humanistos.”

"Don't over doit.”
"Don't worry. I'll keep my part of the contract. Y ou tell the Minority to do the same.”
Moalls eyed Selends hard young face and decided that there wasllittle he could add to her education.

Sdlenamoved her back in afutile effort to get comfortable. Only the court could educate her now—in
the time and means of her death. Soon. Thelast of the tapes were being played. She listened with curious
aloofnessto the clear, low voice and periodic bursts of laughter which tied past to present. A pleasant
numbness permegated her mind, shutting out the hissing invective of her lawyer as he heard her recorded
words close off chance of defeating the Humanistos.

High in the ancient building awindow passed warm sunlight into the room. Selenawatched its minute,
dlent progress across the defense table, across her fingertips, until finaly the warmth enveloped her. With
atiny sgh sherelaxed into the light, basking in its gentle heat while she listened to the marveloudly spliced
tapetdl of dienlands, treason, and conspiracy with the Rynlon.

The judge's gavel woke Sdenaout of her reverie; the rectangle of warmth was gone, leaving her more
alone than before. Without prompting she rose to hear her sentence.

"—desgth by vaporization. Theright to gpped is suspended under Title V111, paragraph 3 of the Alien
Congpiracy Act. Sentence will be carried out by 24:00 this tenth day of—"

A corner of the wandering sunlight caught Sdenas eye. It was just within reach. She stretched out her
hand toward its golden warmth, heedless of the stir her movement caused in the packed courtroom.

With everyone ese, Mark looked at her hand turn dowly until the sunlight seemed to nestlein her palm.
For amoment hisface was no longer a careful mask; pain and hunger pulled deep lines around his mouth
as her fingers stroked the sunlight.

The gave rapped sharply, signaing the end of thetridl.
Molls gathered up his meager notes and turned toward Selena.

"If those tapes were faked—as you claim—it was ajob to confound both man and machine. It seems
that you have outsmarted yourself by making aded with both sdes. But try not to worry," he smiled. "l
understand that desth by vaporization is painless. More than you deserve, in my opinion. Goodbye, Miss
Chrigian."

Sdenadidn't reply; shewasrelieved to berid of him. In amoment she was surrounded by green as
Earther guards prepared to take her from the courtroom. One of them brushed against her wrist asheled
her from the table. She didn't see the tiny needle taped to hisfinger, but shefdt its sting. Before she could
pull away, a spasm of pain shook her body. She gasped, then staggered as her legs refused to hold her.



With asoundless cry shefdll to the courtroom floor.

Immediately Mark began calling out ordersin avoice of crisp authority. A cordon of Earthers pushed the
rising crowd back and opened a path for him to reach Selena. He bent over her, long fingers searched
for apulse at neck and wrist. His hand dipped inside her black defendant's robe, but no heartbesat
answered histouch. He shook his head and stood.

"Shelsdead,” he said unbdievingly.

The crowd reluctantly shifted, then appeared to squeeze out awoman. She wore a green Earther
jumpsuit. On her shoulder was sewn the insignia of the World Medica Corps. Without aword she taped
various discs to Selenas head and arms, then checked the readout on her biomonitor.

"Very dead," she agreed. The discs came off with asoft sucking sound. "Take her to 12a. Well want an
autopsy.”

None of the Earthers would touch her. With agesture of impatience, Mark pulled Selenas body upright,
then carried her as he would adeeping child.

In the confusion that followed, no one noticed that both the doctor and one of Selena's guards had
vanished.

Sedlenalay passivdy, listening to sounds drift in and out of the heavy darkness surrounding her. After a
time the sounds resolved themselves into two distinct voices, arguing.

"... dill don't likeit," said awoman's petulant voice. "She'sthe last paran well ever lift off Earth. The
whole organization is blown. Mark should have known that—"

"Hedid," snapped aman'svoice. "Who do you think gave the ordersto disband? The colony has enough
technicians and paransto survive. The only reason he didn't break us up years ago was his hope of
finding aBranlow."

"Why aBranlow?'
"Themutation is prepotent. Branlow kidswill be Branlows, and their kidswill be Branlows and—"
The woman laughed harshly. "Some broodmare. She'sachild.”

The answering laugh was even less pleasant. " Green meanies again, Marion? Afraid that Mark wastoo
interested in this Branlow? He redlly put our tallsin traction for her; he wouldn't do that for you. He
wouldn't even—"

"I'm not aBranlow."

"Amen. And you don't have any other claim on Mark, so for Chrissake, stop bitching and see how our
prizeisdoing."

" She was breathing when we lifted, still breathing after the Fhlenn Digtorter flipped usin and out.”
"Yourethenurse" he said coldly. "But she should have been avake hours ago and you know it."
"Jugt for you, swestie, I'll check again.”

Sdenalay quietly while Marion gave her acursory check.



"She's breething just fine. Should come out of it soon.”
"Shed better. If welost her, Mark would—"
"I'll get somefood.”

Sdlena heard footsteps going away. The pent chaos of fedlings and facts roiled across her mind until she
forced hersdlf to look at them one at atime. Shewasdive. Yes. And safe. Probably. Afraid. Yes, numb.
Stupid. Of course. Afraid. Should be dead. Mutant, paran, FREAK.

Sdlenawhimpered and thrashed againgt the webbing which held her on the bed.
"Miss Chrigtian? Sdena? Are you hurt?'

Sdlenaturned her head toward the man's voice and tried to speak. With effort, her throat finally squeezed
out the word no.

"Good. You'vealong trip ahead of you, but not so long asthe one you have behind you. My name's Al
Martinez. I'm on Mark's 'recovery team." And the woman bringing bregkfast is Marion Baily."

Selenalooked at the woman whose bitter voice dtill rang in her thoughts, and wondered why Marion was
jealous of her. Marion was one of the most beautiful women Selena had ever seen. Heavy blonde hair
and eyes as dark as amidnight sea. The mouth would have been moreinviting, wereit not flattened into a
line of perpetual anger. Stiffnessfought with grace in the rest of her body, too. She would have asked
Marion why anyone so beautiful—and normal —would be jeal ous of afreak, but old habits of secrecy
trimmed her response to silence.

"Look at thoseydlow eyes" said Marion. " Surprised you aren't panting, Al."
"Oh shut up, Marion,” hesadtiredly. "Thisship issmall enough without your help.”
A bell code rang over the intercom. Martinez grabbed hisfood and hurried out of the sick bay.

"And what are you staring at, Missy?' rasped Marion. Selena blinked and turned her head away; she
hadn't meant to Stare.

"Too good for us normals, huh? Not so much as athank you."

Marion's antagonism penetrated the drug-haze which had dulled Selenadsreactions. The thin string of her
patience snapped.

"For what?' Sdlenasaid coldly.

"Mark Curien risked hisass and oursto get a Branlow off Earth dive. Got that, Missy? On Earth you'd
be so much cold mest."

"Thanksto Mark Curien."

"Y ou've got to be the dumbest Branlow in captivity—or aspy. Did you redly bdieve the Minority would
turn loose of you?'Y ou were amarker. If they won, you'd be given to the labs. If they lost, you'd have
been given to the mob. Mark knew it. He tricked you into talking and then dip-snapped the tapes. And
we both know why you talked. He's quite the man, isn't he?"

Sdenasface paled until her eyeslooked like pools of dark honey.



"It worked, didn't it, Missy? Y ou fdl for him just like anorma woman. And dl he wanted wasa
Branlow—any Branlow—for the colony."

Sdlenafet her body tighten, and the denid's she wanted to scream scalded her throat. Memories of Mark
made aspird of pain and humiliation which nauseated her. For adiding moment she nearly gave way to
confusion, despair, and the enervating drug which il gripped her body. Even Marion's spite faded,
leaving only the truth of her words. She was afreak. On Earth she was|oathed and feared. She had been
saved because she was afreak. Whatever else she was interested no one, then or now.

Wearily, Selena closed her eyes. Maybe with more deep she could gather the strength to fight. Maybe. ..

When Selena awoke again, she was done and hungry. Shetried to Sit up, but a network of straps and
webbing held her firmly. She stopped struggling and took the timeto review al that had happened since
thetria. The memories of Mark's humiliating pseudo-friendship and Marion's mockery burned, but she
dismissed them. Emotions, no matter how painful, were luxuries afresk couldn't afford. Except one.
Revenge? Not quite, but close. Vindication isakind of revenge, and so is power. For either, she must
again set up the poles of her life, restring the wire, and resume the act. The dumbest paran in captivity
was going to learn. She was going to be the smartest Goddamned freak they ever caught. She'd never be
loved, but they would learn to fear as she had feared.

"If you're awvake, Sdlena, I'll bring you some food."

Selend's eyes snapped open, but there was no one in the room.
"I'm awake," she said adoud.

"Push the knob by the top of the bed. It releases the harness.”

Sdenawaited for the intercom to click off, then released hersdf. Thefirst few steps were shaky, but she
et her jaw and walked the small room until her body felt normal.

"Glad to see you up, Selena,” said Al as he set down what appeared to be asmall, multicolored bagpipe.
"That's breakfast. Just suck and squeeze."

The shape of breskfast convinced Selenaas no half-remembered conversation could. “I'mon a
gpaceship, by thelooks of that. Rynlon?"

"Only kind we have" said Al.

Selena stood quietly for amoment, then sat and began to wrestle with her breakfast. Spaceship or no, a
body needed food.

"Whileyou edt, I'll tel you what has happened. | don't have much time, so save your questions until after
thespid "

She nodded, squeezed a patch of orange on the bag, and sucked on the matching orange straw.

"Asyou might have guessed after your, uh, talk with Marion, Mark Curien is not a Humanisto. He
arranged the details of your escape—"

"After he arranged my capture, trial, and desth sentence.”

Martinez made an impatient gesture. "After thetrid, | dipped up to you and gave you aparaytic drug.
It'salethd poison unlessthe antidote is given within six hours. Dangerous, but we had to make sureyou



got past the real Humanisto doctor. The 'doctor’ who checked you first was Marion, incidentally. Aswe
expected, her opinion and the drug convinced the red doctor that your heart had failed. After that, it was
just amatter of juggling bodies and caskets until we got you on a private launch. The scout picked you up
a sea, and hereyou are.”

Sdenasghed. "Whereishere?"

"Can't tdl you. Were on our way to a Recovery and Development colony. The exact location of the
colony is secret. Earth has been building—or trying to build—spaceships ever since the Rynlon gave
spec sheetsto us. By now, World Government must have afew operationa ships. And what WG has,
Tien will eventudly have. That'swhy Mark, and afew others, stayed behind to destroy referencesto the

colony.”

Al frowned. "I hopethey got dl of them, but | doubt it. Anyhow, the colony is as close to asecret aswe
can keep it. Thereis no direct communication between Paran—that's the name of the planet—and Earth.
Soif youreaspy, forget it and settle down to anew life”

"A spy?' Sdenalaughed coldly. "I'm afresk and Earth never let meforget that. The planet can takea
short orbit into the sun for adl of me."

"Good. It'sardief not to have ahomesick refugee. I've nursed hundreds of them. Until they learn that
homeis a death sentence, they can't be useful members of the colony.”

"Y our homesick hundreds must not have been parans, or you wouldn't have had to teach them such a
samplefact.”

Al smiled grimly. "Not everyoneisas... redigic asyou, Sdena.”
"I'mlearning. | expect to learn even more."

Al looked at her eyes, at their cold topaz brilliance, and shuddered inwardly. Hed seen alook like that
once before: adying lion that stalked itskiller with agrim intensity held spent yearstrying to forget.

He cleared histhroat and shook off the memory. "Paran is suitable for human life without supplementary
life-support systems. It was a supply depot for the Rynlon. When the World Government redlized that it
waslosing, the colony was started. The Rynlon paid for it; in return the colonists work for them.

"Present population is approximately 2500. Most are refugees like you. Therest are specidistiswho
volunteered their skillsto get Paran on itsfeet. The purpose of the colony isto develop any and dl
paranormal abilities. When you've completed the set courses, you'll have the choice of staying and
developing other parans, returning to Earth to work againgt Tien, or going out to the stars with the Rynlon
as contact agents.

"Thereis evidence that everyoneisaparan to some degree. Y our jobisto find your leve of ability. Ours
isto help you. When you're not working on yourself, you'll do some ordinary work for the colony.
Everyone works part-time in support of the colony. If you don't have a skill we need, you'll be trained.
Any questions?'

"What about—"
Theintercom drowned Sdenas words.

"Martinez to control room. Immediately.”



"Sorry," said Al. "Maybe we've got some old pamphlets around. Y ou're our firgt lift-off in over ayear,
but we should have something left. I'll put Marion onit.”

"Don't bother," said Selena, but he was aready gone. Selena swore and turned back to her breskfast.
Before she had wrung out the last drop, Marion entered.

"These pamphlets explain the physical layout of the colony, its history, facilities, and rules. Y ou can read,
can't you?' said Marion sweetly.

"Shoveit," said Sdlena. It wastime Marion learned that parans had teeth when they weren't drugged.
Besides, something about Marion brought out the gutter years.

"Such manners. | wonder how Mark stood it."
"Hedidn't. Hetook it lying down."

After that, Marion |eft her done.

Chapter Two

The loudspeaker droned the fina landing warning. Selena hurried to the bed and strapped herself in,
wondering a bit apprehensively what the landing would be like. Her worry was usdless; she didn't know
the ship had touched down until the announcement of disembarkation instructions came.

Sdlenawalked quickly to her designated areaand fidgeted until the port opened. The air smelled
incredibly rich and exotic. Neither city nor spaceship had prepared her for the undiluted scents of awild
planet. Eagerly she walked down the ramp until she noticed aman checking names off alist. "Damn,” she
sighed. She stood impatiently as he gave her alist of people to see and directions on how to get to them.

Holding asmall map on which her route had been marked, Sdenahurried off the landing apron toward
the walkways, choosing the one with the cryptic message "Med.”

Asthe belt walkway took over, shelooked up, and shivered with pleasure at the beauty around her. To
her 1eft was alow-profile building of amber rock which the map told her was a power plant, but which
looked more like atemple. Beyond the plant stretched mile upon mile of field crops, gold and mauve and
lime green under the turquoise sky. Where the crops ended, orchards began their lithe, sllent march
toward the copper hills and tumbled mountains.

Soon trees limited her view of the distant mountains, bringing her eyes back to theimmediate area of the
walkway. Varicolored plants grew in casually ordered profusion along pathways leading to smal houses
hidden in scattered groves of sea-green trees.

The wakway sped quietly through the grovesto an atificid clearing which surrounded the heart of the
colony. To theright rose severa gpartment buildings made of native wood and the curious amber rock
which had given the power plant such beauty. The apartments rose in sweeping tiers of crescents,
freedom captured in an dien architect's mind.

Thewalkway dowed asit approached the curving medical center. When she walked toward the center
more buildings seemed to dide unobtrusively out of the ground until an entire
adminigtrative-medical-laboratory complex was reveded in a series of fluid golden curves. It began to
dawn on Sdlenathat for dl their flowing grace, the buildings wereimmense.

She decided that her medica examination could wait until she had explored further. She chosea



meandering walkway marked "Park.” The walkway dowly moved away from the medica center toward
an artfully landscaped green areawhich the map showed separating the central complex from theliving
aress. Hafway through the park, the walkway crossed a smal stream which fed an unseen lake. Asshe
looked to her right, toward the dormitories and commissary, her pleasure faded. The dormitories were
rows of grey plastic and cement boxes hunched againgt the squat bulk of the commissary. Even
landscaping couldn't blur the ugly functionaism of the buildings. Sdenasighed; obvioudy the colonists
had been in ahurry to get their firgt buildings up, and now shewould haveto livein them amid the
tantalizing beauty of the rest of the colony. She turned back toward the medical center.

The nurse at the medical center looked both relieved and angry when Selena gave her name. "Where
were you? The doctor has been waiting for fifteen minutes.”

"| wanted afew minutes outside."

"Well, young lady, you'd better learn right now that duties come before whims on Paran. Now follow
rrell

Selenaswore under her breath as she followed the crisp yellow uniform down the corridor, but she
offered no resistance when the nurse told her to strip and put on aflimsy paper gown.

The nurse looked at Selenas dender body critically. ™Y our records say that you're twenty-six.”
"Yes" sad Sdenashortly.

At the nurse's doubtful look, Sdlenasaid, "I'm a Branlow mutant I'm told we mature dowly. Most don't
live long enough to test the theory. Anything €l se bothering you?' Sdenaturned her back on the nurse
and dipped into the paper smock. When she was finished the nurse was gone.

After half an hour of staring at shiny instruments and aseptic tile, Selenabegan to regret her temper. At
the end of another fifteen minutes she decided to get dressed and leave. But the nurse had taken her
clothes. "Damn her," muttered Selena

Fifteen minuteslater and she'd had it. Semi-nude bodies couldn't be that novel inamedica building; shed
just go and find her clothes. She walked over to the door and yanked the handle. It was locked. Just as
she was getting ready to break into the cabinetsto find alock-picking tool, the door siwung open and Dr.
Johnson walked in, accompanied by the eusive nurse.

Three hours later she was released, ill in her smock, to the eager psychology department.

"Dr. Nelson, thisis Sdlena Chrigtian,” said the nurse to the young man who was to examine her mind.
"Dont give her back her clothes until you're finished testing.”

"Gladly," hegmiled.

Color blazed on Selena's cheeks as she preceded him down the hallway to the testing room. When he
closed the door, she hissed, "L et's get one thing straight. I'm not a prize animal or a piece of property.
I've been poked, prodded, and pawed for four hours. | haven't eaten since last night so that their damn
tests could be run. | want food and clothes now or you can forget your tests. And if you lock mein here
I'll scream until the bloody walls shetter.”

"They must have given you arough time. Tell youwhat," he smiled engagingly, "if you'll promise not to
disappear, I'll get your clothes and well have lunch together. Ther€'re too few pretty women around
here; | don't want you mad at me before I've had achance. And call me Hugh."



Sdenahesitated. "It'saded.”

Hereturned in afew minutes, triumphantly carrying her dress. "Hugh Nelson to the rescue. Snatched
them right out of the dragon'sjaws." Selena had to laugh at the Sght of him waving her dresslike some
exotic flag. "Now," she said, "go away whilel dress."

"Five minutes,” he said over his shoulder, then added with aleer, "After that, you take your chances.”
Sdlenaquickly put on her clothes. She wasjust tying her sandals when the door opened.

"That was avery short five minutes,” said Sdena.

"Can't blame aguy for trying. Ready for lunch?"

"Do you have acomb?"

"A comb. Let'ssee.” Hefished through his pockets. "Here you are.

"Thanks." Selenaunbraided her hair and tried to comb it, but every time sheraised her left arm she
winced. Theimmunization series the doctor had given her had about paralyzed her arm. Hugh took the
comb out of her hand.

"Let me. | used to do thisal thetimefor my sgter.”
"I'm not your sister.”

"Yeah. Iantit great?' he said, carefully unsnarling her long hair. "Quit thrashing around or I'll strangle you
with your own hair," he said when she turned to retrieve the comb. Selenaslipsflattened into aline, but
she stood till.

"That's better," he said.

Asthelast of the tangles came out, Hugh admired his handiwork. " Sure you want meto braid it up again?
Itssuch ashameto hidedl thislovely hair,” he said, moving his hand lightly over the shining mass. Sdlena
jumped as though she had been burned.

"Right," hesaid, "braidsit is" and quickly finished thejob. "Now let's get somelunch.”

The food was standard, but Selena's ssomach was in no mood to quibble. Hugh watched in awe as she
dispatched three helpings with ravenous ddlicacy.

"Y ou weren't kidding about being hungry. Fed better now?”
"I'mworking onit," said Sdenaaround amouthful of cake.
"Reedy for the tests?'

"After | ask some questions.”

"You're galing, but go ahead.”

"What kind of tests?'

"Everything we could think of from cardsto crystd bdls, plusthe usua assortment of psychologica tests
to determine 1 Q, stability, motivation, socidbility, etc.”



"Soundslikeit'l teake dl afternoon.”
"And part of tomorrow, too."
"l doubt it," she said. "What are al these tests supposed to prove?’

"Damned if we know. Oh, they have their uses, but what we redlly want to measure no one has devised a
test for. That's where we hope you can help us.”

"The gutter school wasn't very long on psychology.”

"Dont' let that bother you," said Hugh. "What we redlly want isto compare your test profileswith those
of other paransin the colony, aswell aswith those of us gpparently untalented normals. If we could just
find some common area of response. It's so damn frustrating; we're sure that amost everyone has some
ps potentid, just asdmost everyone can at least hum even though they're not musical geniuses. But
getting at and training the norma ps talents has been impossible so far. Why, weve even..." Hugh's
voicetrailed off under theimpact of Selenas ambiguousydlow gaze. "Anyway, I'm eager to see your test
results”

Sdenafinished thelast of thetests by early evening. There was just enough time for dinner before she
had to report in to the computer for thefirst in aseries of orientation classes.

While she ate, Selena glanced over the instructions that Hugh had given her. One sheet was headed
"Required Classesfor All New Colonists' and listed such topics as " Dangerous Flora and Fauna of
Paran."

"Edible Floraand Faunaof Paran."

"Geography of Paran,” and "Sdf-Defense.” At least the last class showed some promise, she thought; she
could use afew lessonsin sdlf-defense. At the bottom of the page was an inconspicuous warning. "Please
note that satisfactory completion of the above coursesisarequisite for continued use of your Ident Card.
Standard time for completion of these coursesis six weeks."

No courses, no food. She wondered what they would do if shetold them to stick it in their omniscient
computer. But shewouldntt.

Y,

Promptly a seven o'clock Sdlenalet hersdf into asmall cubicle containing a standard computer console
and desk. She put her card into the dot and settled back to learn about the "Dangerous Floraand Fauna
of Paran."

After fifteen minutes of text, illustrations, and creeping boredom, Selena pressed ared button. Almost
immediately the door opened and amiddle-aged man stepped in.

I'm Mr. Gomez. Areyou having difficulties?'
"Not with the computer,” said Selena. "But could you speed up the information output.”

"Thelesson was carefully planned so asto give maximum informeation in the minimum time,” said Mr.
Gomez. "However, if you can passthetest which isgiven," he glanced at the screen, "after the next
illustration, I'll give you manual speed control. Then so long as you passthe tests, you'll be able to choose
your own rate of learning.”



"Wait while| tekethetes."
Mr. Gomez |ooked curioudy a Selena. Y ou're very sure of yoursdf, aren't you?"
llYall

Mr. Gomez watched in growing amazement as Selena's fingers danced over test response buttons
without an error. New questions appeared the moment the previous question was answered correctly.
Sdenafinished the ten-minute test in less than two minutes,

Wordlesdy, Mr. Gomez reached behind the console and flipped the manua overridelever. Thedid to
your right controls the speed. If you run out of lessons before your timeisup, call meagain. I'll set up the
rest of the required lessons on another console.”

Sdenatwisted the dia to maximum speed. Mr. Gomez shook his head in disbelief as pictures and text
flashed across the screen a split-second intervals.

Three hours later, the computer finished its two-week program and quietly shut off. Selena stretched and
rubbed the back of her neck wearily. What she needed now was deep, but she was due back at the
psych lab. She sighed as she fumbled for the button to call Mr. Gomez.

"Yes, MissChrigian?"
"Could | cdl the psychlab?"
"Of course. Come with meto my office.”

When Sdlena stood up, the room swayed gently. She set her teeth and waited for balance to return
before she followed Mr. Gomez.

Onceinthe office, Mr. Gomez watched with barely concedled curiosity as Hugh's face appeared on the
screen.

"I'll come in tomorrow. Now | need deep,” said Sdena.

"Mr. Gomez told me that you were tearing through those lessons. We're curious to see what physica
effect—if any— such concentration has."

Sdlenalooked at Mr. Gomez and said acidly, "How many extra credits do you get for spying?”
"Sdena?' said Hugh.

"Forget it. And forget the appointment.” Selena dowly reached out to break the connection.
"... wait," Hugh was saying reasonably. "Y ouretoo tired to berationd. I'll...."

Selenanever heard the rest; she had quietly folded up and was sound adeep on the floor.

When she woke up she wanted food, and the longer she thought about it, the more intolerable her hunger
became. At last shelocated abuzzer by her pillow and pressed it. Immediately the door opened and a
nurse entered.

"Isthisthe starvation ward?' said Sdena.

The nurse whipped out asmall packet and strapped it under Selenas arm before she answered. "Just lie



quietly for afew minutes, Miss Christian," she said as she checked asmall panel which read out Selena's
temperature, pulse, blood pressure, and other things which Selena could not identify. The readings must
have been satisfactory, for the nurse retrieved the packet and told Selenato sit up.

"Fed dizzy?" said the nurse as Selena swung her legs over the edge of the bed.
"Hungry."

"All right. Now take my arm and stand up,” said the nurse.

Sdenadid off the bed, refusing the nursesarm.

"Stll fed dl right?" said the unruffled nurse.

"No. I'm il hungry.”

"Now well just walk around the room and—"

Sdlenapulled away from the nurse. "1 can walk done.”

She walked swiftly around the room severa times. "Is that good enough, or would you like to see afew
catwheds?'

"That won't be necessary," said Dr. Johnson from the doorway. "Nurse, give her back her clothes. Shelll
have dinner with Dr. Nelson and mein the cafeteria”

Selenaredized that it must be very early morning when she reached the cafeteria; there was no onethere
except the two doctors.

Hugh waved her over and pointed to a steaming tray of food waiting for her. She eagerly attacked the
food as Hugh and Dr. Johnson exchanged smiles.

"Ever see such an appetite?’ said Hugh.
Dr. Johnson shook his head as he watched the food disappear.

Sdlenaignored them until the tray was empty. Then she settled back in her chair and said, "Okay, ask
your questions.”

Dr. Johnson nodded to Hugh.
"Frgt," said Hugh, "you don't seem the least bit upset over what happened. Do you do this often?”

"Not sincel wasten," said Sdena. "l usedto doiit dl thetimewhen | really pushed myself mentaly. But
during and after the Revolution it was too dangerous. If an Ear was nearby, I'd be caught.”

"An Ea?' said Dr. Johnson.

"Street dang for aRecelver," said Hugh. "A person whose talent isto sense other parans at work."
"Oh. Wél, no need to fear that anymore. But your exhaustion. Do you think that will happen again?'
"Probably. At least until I'm used to usng my mind again.

It'sbeen years snce it was safe to redly think and my brainisduggish.”



"Suggish!" said Hugh. "Y ou call that performance today duggish?’

"That 'performance,’ asyou cal it, was mediocre, an exercise,” Selena shot back. "According to what
little I've learned about Branlow mutants theré's just one hell of alot morethat | should be ableto do. But
s0long asmy brainisflabby I'll get nowhere.”

"Look, Sdena," Hugh said gently, "your brain will do you no good in a burned-out body. Why don't you
just take it easy until you know your limits.”

"'Burned-out," 'limits," crap,” Selenasaid. "For someone who was so eager to get ared live Branlow
mutant to study, you're pretty backward. Tomorrow I'll be able to concentrate for three hours before |
quit; the day after four, and so on until I've reached eight hours. That'sasfar as| got when | wasten.
There's absolutely no physical damage to me that deep and food can't handle. | smply fold up before
that happens. There's no way you can stop me, so why don't you just put abed and some food in the
computer room and cut the shrill."

Hugh looked helplesdy at Dr. Johnson.

"Relax, Hugh," Dr. Johnson said. "' Sdlena'sright about her physica condition; she wasn't the least bit hurt
by her 'exercise.’ Infact, I'm willing to bet that her reflexes have improved.” Helooked at Selena
questioningly.

"Very good, Doctor," said Sdena. "My reflexes do improve aong with my mind—up to a certain point.”

"l giveup," Hugh said. "But would you at least agree to doing your 'exercises in the psych [ab? We could
eadly arrangefor it and poor Mr. Gomez wouldn't have to spend haf histimein shock. I'd fed alot
better, too."

" 'Poor Mr. Gomez' could spend therest of hislifein hdl for dl of me" said Sdena. "But I'll work inthe
lab if you don't bother me or shut off the computer when you think I've had enough.”

"Such trug," said Hugh, "istouching.”
"I have damn little reason to trust anyone,” Sdenasaid tightly.
"Thisisn't Earth," said Hugh. "We—"

"The next thing we wanted to talk with you about,” said Dr. Johnson quickly, "isthejob you'll havein the
colony. Unfortunately, our library isfully staffed right now, so we can't use your experiencein that area.
However, according to your file, you spent some years of your childhood on asmdl, ah, farm.”

Selena nodded. "Dad was afraid to have me around too many people. And it wasn't really afarm; he
bred dogs and horses. But so few people could keep adog, much lessahorse, that he busted.”

"Did you enjoy the animas?'

"Yes" A smdl smile played across Sdlends face as she remembered the clumsy eagerness of the colts
and the puppies moigt friendship.

"Excdlent,” said Dr. Johnson. "We have many animas here, some from Earth, some from Rynlonne, and
afew natives of Paran. Asyou pointed out, very few people these days are familiar with animals. Y ou
could be useful if you'd work in the anima compounds.”

"Doing wha?' Sdenasad.



"Don't worry," laughed Hugh. "There won't be any cagesto clean. Mogt of the animas run loose within
large areas which are as close to their natura surroundings as we could manage.”

"Yes," said Dr. Johnson. "What we would like you to do is more or less be a companion to those
animals—such as the horse and dog—which are amenable to such ardationship. There are many
documented cases in which asingular rapport has devel oped between animals and people. Naturaly, we
hope that something similar will occur with you. Wewould like to study the phenomenon, aswe believeit
possible that atype of mental communication occurs as the basis of rgpport. Of course,” he added, "if
nothing beyond anormd friendship develops, you'l ill be useful in that your presence will help to inhibit
these animasfrom reverting to awild gate.”

"How about it, Selena?' asked Hugh.

As Selenalooked at the intent faces of the doctors, she wondered why it should be so important that she
accept this particular job. But the work itself wastoo tempting to resist.

"I'll try it," she hedged.

"Good," Hugh said. "Gredt. | can take you out there now if you want to look around.”
"It'salittleearly,” Dr. Johnson said. "Unless, of course..." He looked at Sdlena.
Selena shook her head.

"Hey," said Hugh, "we forgot about the bonus.”

"Bonus?' Sdenasad.

"Yes. If youwant it, that is"

"Get to the point,” said Selena.

"Asan animd tender, you're dlowed a smal house adjacent to the compounds. And, if you like, you can
have as many pets around the place as there'sroom for."

"Can | movein now?'
"What'd | tell you, Doctor?" said Hugh.

Dr. Johnson smiled wryly and said to Selena, "Hugh took the liberty of moving your belongings while you
dept.”

Selend's annoyance at being so transparent was short-lived. To have ahouse of her own, and to be
alowed to have dogs and maybe even horses around again... "I'm glad | didn't upset your plans. Now, if
you can stop being smug long enough to tell me how to get home, I'll be on my way."

"I'll take you there," said Hugh.
"No."

Hugh hesitated, then gave her directions. "Y ou take wakway four—it says AnComp on the
marker—until you reach the veterinary hospital and lab, then you take the walkway marked 'Eq.’ At the
end of the wakway you'll see ahuge slvery tree. Therésasmal box on the tree trunk which hasthe
lighting controlsfor the path. Push the white button and the path lights come on. The houseiskeyed to
your card. Got dl that?'



llYall
"Then well seeyou today at thelab at 11:00."

Sdenafound her way to the secluded house without difficulty. Theliving area opened upon a serene,
uncluttered garden surrounding astill green pool. Conceded lights silhouetted graceful trees, and turned
foliageinto delicate silver. Sdlenatook along, deep breath as the peace of the setting drained away her
tenson.

When Sdenareported to the psych labs later Hugh whistled wolfishly. "If that's what country living does,
I'm moving today." His eyes gppreciated her loosaly flowing hair and lithe, relaxed body. "Got an extra
room in that house?'

"No, but | could have the computer make me akennel.”

"That wasn't what | had in mind."

"I'll bet. Speaking of rooms, wheré's mine?'

"Right next door. Do you want to start the lessons now or would you rather ook at your test profiles?!
Sdendsface showed interest. "I thought that information would be for everyone but me."

"And we thought it might help you if you knew alittle more about your potentia.”

"Then lef'sgetit done.”

Hugh walked over to a console and began pushing buttons.

"Hereweare," he said asthe printout began spitting sheets of plagtic. "Well sart with the easy stuff. 1Q:
Subject exceeded scale.”

“"Meaning?"

"It meansthat it was alousy test." Hugh grimaced in disgust. ™Y ou're the twelfth person so far that has
ruined our nice, neet curve. Sociability,” Hugh continued, "thirty out of apossible one hundred. In other
words, you think you don't like people. Y ou do, of course. In fact, you need companionship so much
you are afraid of it."

Hugh looked a Selenaintently, but she showed no reaction to his comment.
"Sability: reasonable.”

"Meaning that I'm not insane.”

"Right."

"What about al those absurd tests | took with cards, dice, crystal balls?!

"I'mjust coming to that. Before | give you the results, | want to explain something. Do you know
Probability Theory?'

"No. Should 1?7

"You'regoingto. I'll makeit fast and smple." He picked up a paper clip and put his hands behind his
back. "How, if | asked you to guess which hand has the paper clip, what would be your chances of



picking the correct hand?'

"Ffty-fifty."

"Right. And if you guessed one hundred times—"

"—| should beright fifty times" finished Sdenaimpetiently.

"Approximately, yes" said Hugh. "Of coursg, it rardly happens that way, and we have long formulasto
cover our embarrassment, but the fact remainsthat the further you deviate from fifty per cent accuracy in
thistest, the less probability thereisthat chance aone dictates your answers. In other words, you're using
paranorma abilitiesto gather information. Okay so far?"

Sdenasaid crisply, "I'm not anidiot, Doctor, if your 1Q tests are to be believed.”

Hugh carefully replaced the paper clip. "All right, Sdena, I'll just say one morething. A negative
score—one less than is mathematically probable—means just as much as apositive score. Thefurther a
score deviates from the mathematically probable, the more interested we are.” He picked up the next
printout sheet. "A few results at random. In the card test, which wasthefirst one, you had seventy-five
percent accuracy. From our standpoint, that is the kind of score that makes psych dance around the lab.
However, it isn't that unusua; weve at least five hundred such scores on file now. Some never did aswell
again, and somefadl in the seventy-to-ninety-five range every time. We don't yet know whether your
scoreisaflukeor ardiableindex of paranorma ability. What makesthistest redly interesting isthat
when you took it late in the afternoon, you dropped to ten per cent accuracy. That's an even larger
deviation from probability than before. Hugh smiled dryly. "What you were tdlling uswasthat you were
sck of our games and wouldn't play anymore, so you used your ahility to guesswrong, instead of right.
And motivated by spite, you made atruly fantastic score.”

Sdenalooked thoughtful. Y ou mean there's no way to muffle paran talents?"
"Not until you're able to use them conscioudy, as you do your ability to concentrate.”

Hugh rummaged through the plagtic sheetsin front of him until he found another profile. "Herésasmilar
case. Y ou scored seventy-three per cent. Again, we've had several hundred people who have done as
well or better. Theinteresting thing isthat only ardative handful of people score high on both card and
image tests. Then, when we asked you to repesat the sametest, using acrystal ball as afocus of
concentration, your accuracy dropped to five per cent! It's the highest score we've ever had on thistest!”

llBut_ll

"But nothing. Y ou were so mad when we made you use acrysta bdl that you redlly wanted to hamstring
us." Helaughed out loud. "L ooks like the knife cut you more than us. But we felt the edge, too. We don't
know whether it wasthe crystal ball or the anger that upped your score. Maybe it doesn't redlly matter;
concentration and motivation seem to be the key."

"It waan't the crystd bdl," Sdenasaid indignantly.

"What'sthe shamein acrystd bal?' sad Hugh. "Weve got people who use bals, rings, navels, lights,
drugs, anything that helpsthem to focustheir attention. Eventualy most of them outgrow their need for
props, but even if they dont, it's the results we care about.”

Selena poked through the scattered sheets on the console and held one up for Hugh'singpection, quoting.
" 'Subject manifests symptoms of acute invasion phobia.’ What does that mean?”



"Roughly it meansthat you refuse to give up any control of your actionsto another person. And not only
do you didike people, you have such a phobia against trusting others that we couldn't hypnotize you. And
when we can't hypnotize anything above 1Q 40 it really burns out computer circuits. | didn't believeit
when Mark said you probably couldn't be hypnotized, but he wasright. It'1l make our job alot tougher.
Most of our successful parans began their development under post-hypnotic suggestion. Later hypnotism
isn't necessary, but it had been our most useful tool so far.”

"l didn't try to resst hypnotism,” said Sdlenaflatly.

"Perhaps not conscioudy. At someleve, though, you refused to dlow it. And with your ability to
concentrate, we're helpless to get around you. But don't look so worried. Y our first classeswill bein
auto-hypnosis. You'l probably alow sdf-hypnosiswhere you'll have nothing to do with us. It'srisky,
though, so be careful and don't throw yourself into it thefirgt time out.”

Sdenagestured negligently. "I'm not likely to lose control if wheat you say istrue.”
"| certainly hope s0," Hugh said.
"Isthat dl of thetest profiles!'m to see?"

"Those arethe most interesting. I'll give you anontechnical summation of the overdl results, and then if
you have any specific questions now or later I'l try to answer them.”

"Let'shaveit."

"Thetota seriesof testsindicate that you are of very high intelligence, that you are potentialy one of the
most gifted parans we've studied, and that you're damned stubborn. Normally, with someone of your
paran potentia, we'd put you in with other parans and await results. However, with your distrust of
people, and your invasion phobia, putting you close to other parans could be aquick disaster.”

Why?

"Three years ago we had another paran with invasion phobia. We thought that al he needed wasto
participate in mind-speech and held lose hisfear.”

"What happened?’
"Hewent insane," said Hugh bluntly.
"So that'swhy you gave methe house. It fairly oozestranquility.”

Hugh glanced sdeways at her, then nodded. "Until you decide to trust us, we thought that everyone
would be happier if you lived done. Besides, your dossier indicated that you were an exceptionaly able
anima trainer, in spite of your youth. Wed like to know if that was accidenta or the result of paran
abilities"

When Selenaremained silent, Hugh looked at her appraisingly. ™Y ou don't resent being alone, do you?"

"l don't like being ogtracized, if that's what you mean,” said Selena. "I never have. But then | don't like
being forced into 'suitable friendships ether.”" She walked around the room, picking up and replacing
various apparatus. "Does thisjob mean that I'm not to participate in the colony life beyond my assigned
duties?'

"Oh no, Selena. Y ou're entitled to the same socid freedoms as anyone else. We just didn't think you



wanted to participate a dl,” said Hugh.

"And you thought that the quickest way to make me interested in colony life wasto gppear to forbid it.
Right?"

Hugh moved in his chair uncomfortably. "Dammit, Sdena, that's not fair."
"Not fair or not true?'

Hugh dammed his open hand against the console, then turned to her. " Selena, we want to help you, but
we can't unlessyourewilling."

"That doesn't answer my question.”

"All right. All right! We do want you to make friendships with the other parans. And the normas. And we
did hope that in your perversity you'd do just that if we appeared to forbid it."

"Sweet God," said Sdenawedrily, "isit any miraclel don't trust people? Why couldn't you just tell me
what you wanted and then let me decide?!

"Because you're too goddamned stubborn,” said Hugh.
"Amen," said Sdenacoldly.

Abruptly the anger left Hugh'sface. "Sdena, I'm sorry. Y our willfulnessisavirtue, aswell asavice. It's
the thing that will give you the strength to push yoursdlf to thelimit of your potentid.” He smiled and put
out hishand. "Truce?"

Disconcerted at Hugh's sudden reversal, Sdenafound hersdf taking his hand.
"Am | interrupting?' said amusica voice from the doorway.

Selena snatched her hand back and turned toward the voice. She saw a petite woman with short dark
hair fluffed around a pretty oval face.

"Lea" said Hugh, "what—"

"I cameto brief the new paran about the compounds,” said Lea. She turned to Selenawith asmile,
"Y ou're Sdena Chridtian, aren't you?'

Selenanodded.

"I'm LeaNibuku." Leals smile widened and Sdena caught hersdlf rlaxing initswarmth.
Shelooked at Leasharply. "Youre aparan.”

Lealooked surprised, then laughed. "'If | am, psych hasn't told me. What makes you think | am?"
Hugh waited for Selenato answer, but she said nothing.

"How does she remind you? What did she do?'

Sdlenaturned away. "It's not important.”

"Yes, itis. Itsvery—"



"Dont push her, Hugh," said Leasoftly. "Y ou'll only make her mad.”

Sdlenafaced Leaagain. "You areaparan. You know how | fed, yet aminute ago, you weren't even sure
who | was. Y ou're an Empath.”

Leashook her head dowly. "I don't think so, Selena. Ask Hugh: he knows how | dways blurt out the
wrong thing at the wrong time." Lea chuckled a some memory, then added, "If | were an Empath, |
wouldn't have called you a paran— you don't like the word and you showed it."

Sdenashrugged. "'l knew you didn't mean it asan insult.”
Hugh said suddenly, "That'sit."
Lealooked at him, her dark eyes questioning.

"You'renot aparan, Lea. At least not in the sense we use the word here. Y ou just, well, project warmth;
people look at you and know you're not athreat to them.” He smiled fondly at her. "That's why nobody's
srangled you for your |eft-footed remarks—yet."

Lealaughed. "Y ou know me—never an ungpoken thought.”
Hugh nodded ruefully. "1 know."

Sdenawatched closely, but could discover no mdicein their teasing, only atacit understanding and
mutua regard.

"Now that we have that settled,” said Lea, "I'd better brief Selenaso | can get back to my guineapigs.”
She handed Sdlenaa pamphlet and small disc. "Thisdisc alows you to enter the anima compounds.”

"What do | do with it?'

"I had mine put onachain,” said Lea. pulling asmilar disc from beneath her blouse. "I kept forgetting it
and those fences don't fool around.”

At Sdlends perplexed look," Leaadded, "The fences are energy barriers; you can't see them until you
run into them. If theinitid shock doesn't op you, your nervous system takes on awhopping overload.
The animals avoid the fences completely, unlesswere with them." Sheturned the disc over. "Thisdid
controls the volume of spacethat is neutralized by the disc. Usually it's set on one, which meansthat only
an opening large enough for ahuman body is neutrdized. At number ten, you can neutralize fifteen yards
inany direction fromthedisc.”

"Handy little gadget. What am | supposed to do once I'm insde?’

"Theré's no program for you to follow. Y ou just pick the animas you want to work with and do whatever
youlike"" Leasghed witfully. "It should be apicnic.”

"Guineapigsdon't go on picnics,” said Selena.

Chapter Three

As Sdenawalked toward the animal compounds, her face was amask. Leas natural warmth rang too
many painful memories. She wondered at her own unthinking response: it was hard to go back to being
done.

Irritably Selenaincreased her pace. Leawas no thresat to her. Nor was Hugh, really. The only hold



anyone had over her was her medl ticket; she had been careful to stay within the colony rules. So nothing
threatened her but her own craving for friendship. And now that could be taken care of asshehad in
childhood; animals made excellent companions—speechless, undemanding, uncomplicated, and
affectionate.

Only adight tingling sensation told Selenathat she had passed through the barrier into the horse
compound. She stopped and remembered what the pamphlet had said. Thirty-nine purebred Arabians,
that breed having been chosen by the colony's foundersfor their intelligence, adaptability, and long,
meticuloudy recorded bloodlines. Now used as a control group to detect genetic mutation in aien
environment.

Sdlenaspotted the first herd grazing quietly in alarge meadow. The stallion must have been young, for
there were only three mares and two coltsin the herd. When Selena stepped out of the cover of the
trees, the stalion pranced restlesdy.

Selenamoved dowly toward the horses, but they trotted further up the meadow and resumed grazing.
Sdenafollowed them quietly, yet the horses moved away each time she came within twenty yards. Even
the aromatic grain she shook in her hands did not tempt them.

"Well," sghed Sdlena. "I guess!'ll haveto do it the hard way. Hope | haven't forgotten how."

She sitled hersdlf comfortably on the grass, holding her grain-filled handsin front of her. "Which one of
you will it be?' she said softly as she scrutinized the Six animals. A sorrdl mare caught her eye; the mare
didn't have acolt to distract her.

Sdenaclosed her eyes and carefully visudized the mare in exact detail. Once satisfied with her mentdl
picture, Selenathought of the mare moving cautioudy toward her, nogtrilsflaring at the fragrance of the
grain. Sdenas mind lingered over the mare's hunger, the irresistible flavor of the grain, and the friendliness
of thegirl who held the gift.

Swegt did down Selenas cheeks as she poured energy into her visudization of rapport between the mare
and hersdlf, of irksome itches scratched, of thirst daked, and of the wild beauty of athundering run
through the forest.

A soft, snuffling sound penetrated Selenas concentration; the mare was calmly licking the last of thegrain
from Sdlend's outstretched hands. The other horses had fled.

"So, my little Ember," murmured Selena soothingly, "I haven't lost my touch.” The mares earsflicked at
the sound of Selendsvoice, but she did not shy away. Instead, the horse nuzzled Selend's hair and licked
the salty sweat from her neck. Selena gently pushed Ember's nose away; the next thing she knew the
mare would be eating the clothes off her back.

Undaunted by Selena's touch, Ember crowded closer to Selena, nearly knocking her over. Sdena
laughed as she reached up to rub the top of Ember's head. "Holding me to my promises, aren't you, girl?"

Concentrating once more, Selenaenvisioned Ember following her through the barrier where more grain
was waiting. When she opened her eyes again, the mare nudged her impatiently.

"All right, greedy. Youll get your grain."

Sdenadowly got to her feet, flexing quivering muscles and wishing for ahot bath. The meadow dipped
crazily.

"Uh, oh, Ember, wed better hustle. | won't be awake too much longer.”



When Sdlena approached the barrier, Ember shied nervoudy. Selena groaned and once morefell into
deep concentration. Time and again she visudized herself and Ember moving safdly through the fence.

Selena opened her eyes and saw that the mare was standing calmly near her. She shook the swest out of
her eyes and with trembling hands pulled the disc out of her pocket After severd attempts shefixed the
did at four.

"Come on, Ember. I'm about finished."

Wrapping her fingersin the maré's mane, Selenaled her through the barrier to asmal mound of grain. As
Ember began to eat, Sdlenasank gratefully onto the grass.

She awoke asthe evening sun wasfdling dowly into the grove, sending tawny beams danting through the
soft air. Ember's gentle nudge startled her until she remembered her new friend. She reached up to stroke
the mare's head.

"Well, yourefindly avake."
"Hugh! What are you doing here?"

"Leacame over hereto check on you and found you passed out. When that long-toothed watch dog,” he
indicated Ember, "wouldn't let her closeto you, she cdled Dr. Johnson. And herel am. Y ou hungry?*

"Starved."

"Introduce meto your friend and I'll bring over somefood," he said, getting to hisfeet. Ember laid her
earswarningly against her skull ashetook a step toward Selena. "See what | mean?' Hugh said, hagtily
stepping backwards.

"l think shelll bedl right once I'm on my feet,” said Sdena. "1 must have brought out her mother ingtincts.”

Hugh looked skepticd. "You'd hardly passasacolt,” he said, inching toward her. When Ember again
threatened him, Selenalaid her hand reassuringly along the mare's neck.

"It'sokay, girl. Hewon't hurt us," Selena soothed.

Ember's eyes did not budge. Selena closed her eyes and urged reassurance through Ember'sfear. The
mare's ears twitched and she moved restlessly, but she no longer looked at Hugh with blood in her eyes.

"Okay, Hugh. Just don't get too closeto her. And walk dowly."

"Don't worry. | won't get any closer to that beast than | have to. Why don't you send her back through
the fence?'

"I'm going to keep her at the house for awhile. She hasto get used to people sooner or later."

"How about later?' he asked hopefully.

"Shewon't hurt you now that I'm awake."

"Yeah, sure. She'stripping al over her sharp hoovesin her eagernessto befriends.”

"l didn't say sheliked you. | just said she wouldn't attack. Now quit grousing and bring that food.”
Grumbling, Hugh crossed the remaining distance and handed Selenathe bag of food. "It won't taste like



much, but itll give you energy in afew minutes”

Sdlenamade aface as she bit into one of the brown wafers. "They'd better,” she mumbled through the
crumbs. "They taste like they were scraped out of the lab cages." Flavor notwithstanding, Selenarapidly
atefivemore.

"Ugh, | need adrink. Let'sgoto thehouse," Sdlenasaid. -

"If you don't mind, I'll gofirdt," said Hugh, keeping arespectful distance between himsdf and Ember's
hooves.

Sdlenasmiled, but for once held her tongue.

Once at the house, Selena asked, "How am | supposed to keep an eye on Ember? | didn't see anything
that could be used for abarn or even acorrd. | don't want to put her under mental restraint.”

"Set up an energy fence"
"How?'

"Y ou haven't done your homework," chided Hugh. "Didn't you find abook explaining the functions of the
house?'

Sdenawaited patiently.

"The house computer also takes care of the grounds. All you haveto do is pick your spot, program the
computer, and you'll haveinstant fence. And the fence will be keyed to aspecid disc, just to keep some
poor soul from crossing one of your 'pets.™

"l could learn to love thishouse," said Selena. She turned to Ember and concentrated.
Hugh said curioudly, "That's the second time you've done that. What, exactly, are you doing?”
"I'll explain later. Let's get that fence up fast. | don't want to put too great a strain on Ember at this stage.”

Hugh quickly programmed the compuiter, following Sdendsingructions asto location. "Thisdisc will be
in the transport chair,” he said, going over to aporta in the kitchen. Sdlenapicked up the disc with a
rueful grin. "Now I've got two of them to keep track of."

"Maketheminto rings," suggested Hugh.
Sdenadid not answer; she was already out of the house to check on Ember.

When she returned from the new compound, Hugh was sitting expectantly in the kitchen. Two full glasses
bubbled crisply in front of him.

"You wouldn't be hungry, would you?' said Selena.

"Miss Chridtian," he said with greet dignity, "I spent over three hours watching your angelic deep. It was
indeed arare privilege, but it cost me my lunch. What'sfor dinner?'

Sdlena hegitated, then shrugged; she might aswell answer questions here.

"I'll check," she said, activating the sdlection plaque. She punched out the desired medl. The words "ten
minutes’ appeared on the plaque. When she turned around, Hugh handed her aglass.



"What isit?'

"Just drink it and don't be so damned suspicious,” he laughed.

Sdenasipped cautioudy. "Whew. It'sgood, but I'll bet too much would flatten me.”

"Yup," said Hugh. "But it wouldn't give you ahangover. The antidoteisright in the drink.”
Sdlenatook another sip, then put the glass down reluctantly.

"Y ou'd better ask me your questions now. Much more of that and my tongue will go to deep.”
Hugh stretched out hislegs comfortably. "To begin with, how did you get that beast—"
"Ember.”

"—Ember to be your devoted pet? | know those horses are nearly wild; they certainly haven't been close
to ahuman being for severd years.”

"It wasn't easy."
"I guessed that by your nap. How did you do it?"

"It'shard to explain,” said Selena. "When | was alittle girl, there was a certain pony that | wanted to
make friends with. But the pony would have nothing to do with me. Dad told meto talk to the pony and
tell it that | wasitsfriend, that it didn't need to be afraid—you know. So | took a handful of grain out to
the barn and stood there talking to the pony. The pony was quite patient about it al, but after the grain
was gone helogt interest.”

Sdlenabroke off and looked at Hugh. "When you were a child, did you ever want something so
desperately that you were afraid even to think about it?!

He nodded.

"That's how | felt about that pony. When | saw that | hadn't gotten through, | hung on to the edge of the
gdl and willed the pony to like me. When | woke up, hewas mine." Pain flickered in Sdenasvoice. "It
was amistake; it broke his spirit. | hadn't given him a chance to cometo me. | never again forced an
animd to likeme."

Hugh waited for Selenato continue. When the silence lengthened, he asked gently, "Then how did you
get Ember so quickly?’

Sdlenasipped from her glass severd times before answering. "'l began by reconstructing Ember in my
mind, in order to make her the sole focus of my concentration. Then | visualized her eating out of my
handswhile 'explained' to her what good things would happen if she chose to be my friend. When |
opened my eyes, there shewas."

"Doesthis method alwayswork?'

"No," said Sdenasharply. "I told you that | never again forced an anima to like me. What | offered her
shewanted. It'sthat Smple. Sometimes an anima isjust not interested and | send it onitsway with no
regrets.”

Hugh hesitated before asking his next question. " Selena, could you communicate like thiswith human
beings?"



"I've never tried. Verba communication ismuch lesstiring.” She paused, then added, "Besides, | think
that most people have an innate block or filter that would require a conscious effort on their part to
overcome. At least | hope that they do; I'd hate to think someone could rape my mind.”

While Sdena unwrapped the food trays, Hugh asked, "Would you try to communicate with me like you
did with Ember?'

"No. It'stoo..." Sdenafloundered for the right words.
"Intimate?’ suggested Hugh.

"That's part of it," said Selena. "Y ou see, when | talk to Ember, | receive certain background information
from her mind. Whether she's hungry, frightened, curious, things like that. Naturaly, | don't know what
she receives from me aong with the desired message. Frankly, I'm afraid that more information might be
exchanged than ether of uswant."

"I'll take that chance," he said.

"l won'," said Selenaand began to est dinner.

"Will ‘talking’ with Ember aways be so tiring?"

"| thought you were hungry. Y ou can't et if you keep asking questions.”
"I'll eat while, you answer."

"God, but you're perastent,” said Selena. She sighed. "Taking with Ember will become easy as soon as
my mind toughensup.”

"Does Ember give you a headache?'
"Y ou mean like those image tets?"
llYall

Sdlenashook her head. "The only time | ever had that reaction was when | tried to guess the pictures you
wereseaing.”

"Well haveto try that test again,” Hugh said.

"Thanks. | redly need another headache.”

"But you'l try thetest again, won't you?"

"Oh, dl right. But not today. There's an autohypnosis class this evening that | want to go to.”
"Sureit won't tire you too much?”

"Weve been through this before, Hugh. Either | pace my own development or psych can forget it.
Besides, there's no guarantee the classwill help.”

"I think it will. Infact, | think you use some type of sdlf-hypnosisaready.”
"Perhaps. I'll know in afew hours either way."

"Mindif | tag dong?I'd liketo see how it turnsout. And | promise not to interfere,” he added before she



could object.

"Suit yoursdlf," shesad, yawning indelicately.

Hugh stood up quickly. "I'll see you thisevening. Try to get some deep.”
"Y es, mother. I'll do just that.”

Hafway through the class, Selena became acutely bored. The films and lecture on the various methods of
autohypnosis had proceeded at asnail's pace. Then each student had been assigned to a console to have
his knowledge tested. The tests were to continue for another hour, but Selena had finished the program
twenty minutes ago. Hugh watched her fidget for afew more minutes and then motioned her outside.

"Ready to try out your knowledge?' he said.

"I've been ready for quite awhile" Selenaanswered impatiently. "1 want to try the black dot method. Do
| have to wait?'

"No. | told Dr. Han that thiswould probably happen and he agreed to have his assstant teke over the
classif you wanted to try autohypnosstonight.”

"Y ou mean the classisn't going to do anything but research tonight?* said Selena.

"Not everyone learns asrapidly asyou, Sdena. They'll try their luck in afew more nights.”

"Let'sfind Dr. Han."

"He'sin the next room, monitoring the test results. If he agreesthat you're ready, well start right now."

"He's better agree,” said Selena. "1'd like to have an experienced person around for the first few times,
but it isn't necessary."

"What'sthetruth?' said Hugh reasonably.

Selena stopped and looked directly into Hugh's eyes. When she spoke her voice was low, but there was
neither warmth nor intimeacy iniit.

"Aslong as| can remember, I've been afregk. On Earth | wasloathed. It wasacrimefor metolive,
much lessto develop my taents. On Paran, I'm still afreak. Y ou won't kill me, true, but al anyone cares
about isthe extent of my freakishness. Don't bother to deny it," she said cuttingly. "Y ou'd have walked
through an energy fence without a disc to see the test results. And that's fine by me, Hugh. Y ou're honest
about what you want from me. After Curien, honesty isadistinct plessure.”

"Just what does that mean? Mark is—"

"It means I'm going to be the best goddamned freek you've ever tested. It means I'm through being shit
scared and worm defenseless. I'm going to have power, Hugh, power that—But you don't want to hear
about it, do you? Y ou'd like meto stay nice and docile, aglorified guineapig for the psych labs.”

"That'shardly fair, Sdena.”
Sdlena shrugged impatiently. "Maybe, maybe not. But that's how it is. Now let'sget Dr. Han."

Dr. Han roseto hisfeet as Sdena and Hugh entered the room. "Y ou must be Miss Chrigtian,” he said,
bowing dightly. "Y our test resultsindicate that you have athorough understanding of the various



mechanical aspects of autohypnoss, aswell aswhat | might call an intuitive understanding of the
discipline. Have you had any previoustraining?"

"Not that I'm aware of," said Selena. "Hugh thinksthat | use some sort of autohypnosisat times. If he's
right, 1'd like to refine the technique. Beginning now."

"Such zed is commendable, and gives great promise of success. Have you sdlected the method you wish
to use?'

"Black dot," said Sdena.

Dr. Han showed surprise. "That isarather difficult method, requiring unusual powers of concentration.
But | forgot, you have just such an ability. The black dot, asyou cdl it, is an excellent choice for you.”

Dr. Han led them to a soundproof room. When Hugh started to enter the room, Dr. Han turned to
Sdlena. "Do you wish Dr. Nelson to be present? Too many people often are distracting.”

Sdlenawas slent for amoment, then reached adecision. "One of the dangers of autohypnosisisthat |
may go So deeply into trance that it is both difficult and dangerousto recall me. Isthat correct?”

"Precisdy,” said Dr. Han.

A smilethat was halfway between amusement and bitterness briefly crossed Sdlenasface. "In that case,
Hugh isthe only onein the colony who has a chance of recalling me. He'sthe only onel know." She
turned to Hugh. "I'll set ahaf-hour limit on mysdlf. If | don't come out of it at the end of that time, | want
you to say 'Ember needsyou.” If that doesn't bring me up, nothing will. She'sthe only living thing that |
fed responsbleto.”

Dr. Han nodded. "An intelligent precaution. | hopeit will not be necessary. Shall we begin?’

Sdlena dtretched out on the couch and concentrated on relaxing each individua musclein her body,
beginning with the toes. Oncefully rlaxed, she visuaized atiny black dot hanging in her mind. She made
the black dot dowly grow, encompassing first her mind, then her body. It replaced the room, the
building, the colony, the planet itsdlf. Starsflickered and died at its edges, whole gaaxies were subsumed
by the gentle ubiquity of the dot. Blackness became the dphaand omega of universesin dl timesand
planes, slently dilating into unknown and unknowable dimensions. Inexorable, unbearable blackness,
sated by itsbeing, rent itself at its source. A tiny circle of white gppeared. Selends redling mind surged
gratefully toward the light and tumbled ignorant into freedom.

Infinite light shaded into rainbows of sound bridging immense fluid shapes. Her mind did downward,
struggling for symmetry amid prima mallesbility. Just one color; dl eseisdidraction. There, below, the
consummation of asylum, the olive shade which dissolved into gentle laughter; Mark. But the danger ... to
her? No, the benign olive shade, sinking, struggling againgt the virulent ravenous green, green, GREEN.
Hooded green enfolding, smothering. Mark! And now fire, fire everywhere, searching, aching, needing,
burning itself out, guttering feeble defiance againgt the returning blackness. Breathe on it, hurry, the ember
needs you, ember needs, needs. Ember needs you. Ember needs you.

Shivering violently, Sdenareturned to consciousness.
"Thank God," Hugh said, hisvoice trembling with exhaustion.
"Nurse, hot wraps, quickly!" snapped Dr. Han. " Selena, can you hear me?"

"Yes" shewhispered.



"Whoam|1?'

"Dr... Han."

"Whereareyou?'

"I'm back..."

"Whereareyou?' Dr. Han inssted.

"Colony. Ember needsme," murmured Sdena.

"Ember isdl right, now that you're back," soothed Dr. Han. "Just rest for afew minutes, deepif you
like"

"Mak," Sdenasadfantly.

"What'sthat?"

"Mark. Danger. Hooded green..."

"Sdena.."

"Leave her done, Dr. Nelson. She'sadeep,” Dr. Han said sharply.
"Will shebedl right?" said Hugh.

Dr. Han turned hishands pam up. "1 don't know. She appears to have retained her identity and some
grasp of redlity. | think she will recover. Y ou know her better than anyone; did her last words seem
rationa to you?'

"She obvioudy felt that there was some danger to be marked, to be aware of." Hugh shook his head
ruefully. "That's arationa statement if | ever heard one. But asfor the 'hooded green'—I just don't
know."

"At least sheisdegping normally. | suggest that we do the same," said Dr. Han.
"I'd liketo stay with her."

"Shewill better benefit from your presence when she awakes. But, if you wish, I'll have the nurse prepare
another bed inthe dlinic. That iswhere | am spending what isleft of the night.”

Hugh nodded.

"Nurse, wewill beintheclinic. Cdl usif thereisany change whatsoever in Miss Chrigtian's condition,”
said Dr. Han.

"Ya S r.'n

"Now, Dr. Nelson, | would suggest a sedative for you and then agood restoring deep.” Dr. Han led
Hugh out of the room and quietly shut the door.

Sdenaawoke late the following morning to find hersdlf the object of intense scrutiny by Dr. Han and
Hugh.

"Hi, Hugh," she said weakly. "Y ou always seem to be around when | wake up. Something scandalous



about that."

"How do you fed, Selena?’ asked Dr. Han.

"Drained," shesad smply.

"Areyou hungry?' asked Hugh.

Selena shook her head. "1 don't have the energy to be hungry-"

"Would you ezt if we brought you something?' he sad.

Dr. Han gestured to the nurse, who dipped quietly out of the room.

"I'll be hungry later, | suppose. How long was| gone?’

"Y ou were in the trance state for something over six hours,” said Dr. Han.

"That long? It seemed like bare seconds." Selena closed her eyes and shuddered. "1 thought the white
would never come. The black was... so complete it seemed not to need its opposite.”

"Sdlena, did you fed asense of persona danger during your experience?' asked Dr. Han.
"l was afraid that the blackness would never end, but when the white appeared | |eft the dark behind.”

The nurse returned carrying aglass and some small wafers. Dr. Han gave the glassto Selena. "Drink this;
it will restore your energy.”

Sdenaspped from the glass dowly at first, then greedily asthe coal, tart liquid sharpened her thirst.
When the glass was empty, Selenalooked at Dr. Han hopefully. For the first time Dr. Han smiled.

"Would you like some more, Selena?'
"Yes. And even those awful waferslook edible.”
"Now we're getting somewhere," said Hugh. "Aslong asyou're hungry, | know youredl right.”

She made aface a him, but didn't et histeasing prevent her from dispatching the wafers and another
glass of whatever it was. Even as she settled back comfortably into the bed, Selenacould fed energy
returning to her body and revitaizing her brain.

"What isthat stuff, Dr. Han?" she said, indicating the empty glass.

"It hasavery long chemical name," he said, "but we refer to it as Bi-Res, ashortened form of Biologica
Redtorative."

Sdena, seeing that Hugh was stifling laughter, asked, "And what do you call it, Hugh?'
"Joyjuice" he said, breaking into laughter.

Dr. Han looked pained at the flippance. "Really, Dr. Nelson, Chemistry worked over twelve yearsto
develop that formula; the least we could do is respect their effort.”

Hugh winked at Selena as he smoothed the laughter from hisface.

Dr. Han cleared his throat.



"Do you fed strong enough to answer questions, Selena, or would you prefer to rest for afew hours?”
asked Dr. Han.

"I'd like to talk with you about what happened. | keep fedling that there is something important that |
should remember. Perhaps your questionswill bring it out." Selenaturned restlessly onto her side. "'l
rarely forget anything and | don't like the feding."

Hugh cut in before Dr. Han could frame hisfirgt question. "With your permission... ?'

At Dr. Han'snod, Hugh turned to Selena. " Just before you fell into a natura deep, you said the words
'mark,’ ‘danger,’ and "hooded green.' Apparently you felt that there was—"

Sdena's mind whirled and she was back among the viscous colors, searching, finding, and losing that
precious olive green. She moaned in renewed pain, clawing the covers blindly, then screaming as
pernicious Farther green engulfed her mind.

A sharp dap brought her back to the room, shaking and covered with swest.
"Selena, what in God's name happened?' demanded Hugh.

His hands on her shoulders, the concern in his eyes and voice told her that Hugh cared about her, that he
would be afriend if shelet him. She abandoned caution, reached out to him in a desperate attempt to
meake him understand.

"ItsMark. He'sin terrible danger. The Humanistoswill kill him. Weve got to help him. I'll go back to the
colors and ask them; they'll know. Oh please, Hugh, hdp him, help him, help him!"

Hugh rocked Sdlenain hisarms, murmuring reassurances. At agesture from Dr. Han, the nurse picked
up ahypodermic and approached Selena. Seeing the flash of metal, Slenacried out.

"No! Don't you understand? Mark will bekilled if we don't do something!”
Hugh waved the nurse away. 'It'sdl right, Sdena, well— Mark! Y ou mean Mark Curien?"
"Of course!”

Dr. Han paced the small room. "What exactly happened during your trance that makes you believe that
Mark isin danger?'

"l don't know how much of thisyou'll be ableto follow, but you must believe that what | discovered is
redl. After | brokeinto the white, | found myself floundering through endless sounds and colors. | wason
the verge of losing my grip completely, when something told me to seek out just one color where | would
be safe.” Sdlenafdtered as she redlized how reveding her next wordswould be.

"And?' prompted Dr. Han.
"And that color was olive green.”
Dr. Han and Hugh both looked puzzled and Sdena knew that they weren't going to help her.

"Mark'seyesare olive green,” she said tonelesdy. "When | found that color | thought | was safe. But
another green, that of the Earther uniforms, surrounded Mark, forming anet that was dowly strangling
him. Before | could see any more, Hugh brought me back."

Sdlenatensed; she knew what was coming.



"I have arather delicate question to ask," said Dr. Han. "Was there a specid, ah, rapport, between
yourself and Mr. Curien that could draw your mind when it isin afree gate?

"Yesand no." Selenaexamined the calling. "When | wasfirst captured, | met Mark. | trusted him
because | thought | was going to die. He used that trust to trick meinto exile. Yet," her hands clenched,
"even after betraya, part of my mind refusesto end the rgpport | am quite literaly of two mindson the
subject of Mr. Curien.”

"But, Sdena," cut in Hugh. "How can you say that Mark 'betrayed' you? He saved your life; he'sthe only
reason you're on Paran now."

"Answering that question won't help Mark. Beyond that, what | think is none of your damn business," she
snapped, her eyeslike chips of topaz.

"Selena," said Dr. Han, "can you be more specific asto the danger that he faces?!

"All | gathered was that the Humanistos were involved. Heismore or lessaspy for the World
Government, isn't he?'

"Mr. Curien'sloydtieslie with Paran. In that sense heisa'spy’ within the ranks of the Humanistos. His
magor function, however, isto suppress any information which may lead any government to confirm the
exigence of Paran. In addition, he has saved the lives of many exceptionaly able parans such as
yoursdlf," said Dr. Han. "Of course, we would prefer that he leave Earth and hel p us with the colony.”

"What Dr. Han istrying to say, Sdlena, isthat Mark isvery valuableto us, but istoo stubborn to leave
Earth. If we could prove to him that the Humanistos had discovered that he was a spy, he could no
longer help the colony by remaining on Earth and would have to come to Paran. But we need some
proof; he dready knows hisjob is dangerous and that hasn't budged him yet."

"Dr. Han," said Selena, "isthere any way | can go into atrance and pursue a specific god? | was so
terribly confused last time."

"There are afew, avery few, parans here who are able to conscioudy decide upon a destination for their
mind and successfully reach that destination in the trance state. However, it requires both talent and
control. Y ou obvioudy have abundant talent; whether it can be controlled remainsto be seen.”

"I'll contradl it," shesaid. "l owehim."

Chapter Four

Sdlends mind waited patiently for the blacknessto sate itsdlf: When the tiny opening appeared, she
leaped eagerly toward it and sped heedlessy through color and sound and fluidity until she heard
laughter. Shefollowed the laughter, even though it led her to an emerad jungle which clutched at her
mind. A green robe engulfed her, stifling, while the laughter faded through the enfolding cloth. Shewas
caught! But the laughter was yet free. She must become as €lusive as that sound; she must reach Mark.
Her mind turned inside out, capturing the robe with laughter and smiling as the hooded green died.

No color; no sound; avoid absolute. Selena's mind quailed asit tried to comprehend acomplete
neutrdity.

*Spread out,» whispered afearless part of her mind. Fill the nothingness; envision that which you seek.e

Eyes.



Y es, olive green beneath dark lashes, reflecting strength and joy and love in aface corded by danger,
darkened by futile deaths. And chestnut hair, thick and unruly in the shadow of the brooding cowl. A
gmilethat denied the bitter lines of hatred and futility which pulled unwatched lipsinto thinness. Bodly,
graight and powerful, seething indgde the muffling robe, beckoning, caling, solintering neutraity into
scintillating shards of passion which fled, dashing Sdena's anguished mind.

*Follow,» whispered the undaunted part.
Reluctance.
*Follow!e

Numbed acquiescence pursued the glittering lights. There, far ahead, it felt like Earth. Too far, too tired,
go back.

*No. You must follow.e

Searing pain blocked retrest, hurled Sdenas reeling mind into the cacophony of Earth's massed billions
whereit huddled, shrieking for asylum, for Mark.

Mark made agtartled exclamation and | eft the Humanistos mess room with abare minimum of
ceremony. Sdendsincoherent joy at findly touching his mind made even the most routine actions
impossibly difficult. Helost hisway twice because of her distracting presence, but at last he sumbled into
aroom. Once safely locked inside, he lay on the bed and tried to cope with Selena's undisciplined mind.

*Sdlena, you must control your mind. We can't communi cate unless you concentrate on just one thing.»

Chaos, dowly receding, then abarely coherent impression of shock as she redized the merest outlines of
hismind.

Paran!
*Of course. Y ou're not the only paran in the universe,e he thought with gentle amusement.

Histhought rang and shivered in her mind, and suddenly shefelt an awful fear blooming, consuming,
devouring. Close, too close, being crushed, God oh godhelpme.

Digtant high mountains and anicy wind from aglacia lake. In every direction unfettered space gleamed
under awarm sun. Selena gasped and shivered in the wind. It had been hot, she remembered, hot and
suffocating, and she had been terribly afraid.

Gradualy Mark let the image/experience fade as Sdlenaregained control of herself. When shewascam
he ddlicatdly, tactfully, asked a question of her mind.

oI sthere something you want to tell me»
Assent, followed by aflood of incoherent images and words.

*Sow down, Selena. Concentrate on projecting your thoughts verbally. One letter at atimeto Sart.
Visudizee

.D.

*Good. Now more.»



*Daxprwve
*Slower.e
*Danger .»
*What?
*DANGER!e

But the flood of associations that word had for Selena drowned specific meaning in agenerdized flow of
images out of her own past. For what seemed an endless time she struggled to transmit lucidly the words
and only the words she saw in her own mind. Finally she summoned her new skill and attempted a
question.

sEasier way»

*No. Even you haveto learn thisthe hard way. Don't worry, you'll be talking me numb before long.e
Impatience. *How long?

*That depends on your ability to concentrate.s

Sdlends mind strove to communicate her impression of danger, his danger, and her certainty that atrap
waited to close around him. A kaleidoscope of Earther robes and locked rooms and fear surged through
Mark's mind.

*Selena, stop. | don't understand.e

Theimagesfaded.

*That's better.

Frugtration.

*Don't worry. Sdlena Y ou'l learn with time how to mind-spesk.»
Image of aclock disntegrating.

Mark's amusement warmed Selena's mind. «Of course, well have enough time. It'samiracle that you've
reached meat dl.

Mark began again, prodding Selena's mind, teasing words and sentences into clarity, praising, soothing,
until shefdt ready to try again.

Sowly, but coherently, Selenarelayed her message of Mark'simminent danger. When she had finaly
finished, she could fed his skepticiam.

*But | know,* sheinssted.

*And | guessed long ago that that was what you were trying to tell me. But I'm not in any worse danger
now than I've aways been.e

oIf you knew, why—.e

*| like having you around.e



In Selenals mind Mark formed a picture of hersdalf, as he had seen her on Earth. Her face waslifting
toward him, lips curved in sensuous pleasure, eyes glowing like twin sunsin the dawn of passion. But
where he saw beauty, Selena saw mockery and humiliation.

*Bagtard!» thought Selena, anger giving coherence to her mind as no lessons could. ¢l trusted you when
al you wanted was to hang me with my own words and send me to Paran. And you gloat over it,
you—.

Mark's surprise quickly turned to anger under the lash of Selenas mind. With swift power he demanded
slence. Hisfrigid command was obeyed.

*What you want to believe about meisyour problem. | have adifferent one. Every Ear in the country
must be ringing with your blast. Now get the hell out of my mind.e

Abruptly Sdenafound herself back on Paran.

"—can't go on thisway much longer. Look at her; the last three weeks of sending her mind God knows
wherefor hours and days—"

"I quite agree, Hugh," said Dr. Han. "But short of drugging her, we have no way of preventing her
entrance into the trance Sate.”

"Then drug her, dammit.”

"No," said Sdena. Exhaustion had reduced her voice to aragged whisper. "I reached him."
Hugh'sface showed disbdief. "But—"

Dr. Han motioned Hugh into silence. "Did Mark accept your warning?'

"No."

"Thenit'sal been for nothing," said Hugh.

Yes... All of it. 1..." Silent tears of exhaustion shone on her cheeks. "The Ears... damn Marion...
damn... my stupidity.” Her voice gained clarity. "I didn't know hewas paran. | did not know. Part of me
isblind and the other part isdumb and dl isafool and Earthistoo far... not far enough..."

The voice disntegrated into silence, then she dept.
"Didyou catch dl of that?' said Hugh.

Dr. Han shook hishead. "No, but it is obvious that sheis at the edge of her resources. She must rest,
preferably without drugs.”

"Y ou won't have to drug her. | understood enough to be sure of that. She won't willingly contact Mark
again. Jesus, | didn't believe anyone could reach her.”

When Selena awoke, she fumbled mechanicaly for the glass of Joyjuice that she knew would be by her
bed. Immediately a surge of energy overtook her. She got up and programmed a huge medl, ateit, and
returned to bed. For three days she repeated the routine, the only interruption being when she curtly
refused to see anyone.

Sdenafindly withdrew from the house, effectively cutting off even minima human contact. Theanimals
absorbed her completely. A vistor to the compound saw only adistant glimpse of her as Ember ran



swiftly through the long meadow, her rider dmost lost in abacklash of mane. Thunder rolled from
Ember's hooves and behind her ran the dark shapes of huge Earth dogs.

"She hasn't spoken to anyone for two weeks," said Lea.
Hugh nodded. "Do you know how many anima's she's reached since the day she contacted Mark?”
"No," said Lea. "But yesterday | saw her on five different horses.”

"Those dogs—Jesus, they're huge. Saw her with ten of them afew days ago. Hope she knows what
shesdoing.”

Lealistened; the thunder of hooves came redoubled. Suddenly she dug her fingersinto Hugh'sarm.
"Look?

From the trees on the far Side of the meadow burst Ember. The mare was running flat out, belly low, her
tall adark flag againgt the lime grass. Next to her, mereinches away from Sdenasleg, ran alarge grey
horse. Asthey watched, Selena changed from her stride position to a knedling crouch on Ember's back.
With afluid surge she moved from Ember to the grey. At once the grey's stride lengthened and
quickened until Ember was | eft behind. With no dowing, the grey leaped awindfal at the meadow's edge
and disappeared into thick forest.

Hugh" swore, hisvoice shaking. "Shell kill hersalf. Maybe that'sthe whole idea.”
"What happened that night?' said Leaasthe last sounds of running hooves faded.

Hugh moved restlesdy aong theinvisible fence. I'm not sure. Y ou know how defensive sheis. | do know
that shethinks Mark tricked her rather than saved her. | suspect sheis—or at least was—in love with
him. At any rate, he got close enough to hurt her.”

"And Mark?'

Hugh shrugged. "'l don't know Mark. | looked his records up, though. Very impressive. If anyone could
fight Sdenato adraw, hesthe one.”

"Selena doesn't need any more battles.”
"Neither does he; if the Earthersfind out what heis, he's dead.”
"l wish | could help her. | keep waiting for her to cool down so we can talk.”

"Luck," said Hugh. "l still have scarsfrom the last time | mentioned Mark to her. Ohwell, Dr. Han is
happy; Selenahas tamed damn near every animal on the planet in the last few weeks."

"Shemugt belondy."

"Not any more. She'sgot them." Hisarm swept in an arc across the animal compounds. "I'm afraid it was
amistake to put her to work here. Now she won't need us. And God knows we need her."

"She'sawoman, Hugh. And youre avery dtractive—"

"I'll tell you the samething | told Dr. Han. No. Youre dl thewoman | need or want. And if that's how
Mark got next to her | hope the Earthersroast him over adow fire.”



Lealaughed. "Y ou do care about her."

"Some. She'svery beautiful.”

"Doyou redly think s0?"

"Wes"

"Funny. | never thought so until | watched her nearly kill hersdf towarn Mark."
"But what did you mean, that we need her?"

"Han wasn't too specific. All | know isthat the last word from Earth was bad. Tienisthe Mgority
L eader now and Han expectstrouble.”

"Then Mark redly isin danger.”
"Yes."
"Can't Sdenahelp him?'

Hugh shook his head gloomily. "That'sthe balls of it. The "Nistos have Ears—telepathic
receivers—throughout their administrative and living quarters. Sdenaput himin real danger when she
contacted him."

"Then why did she contact him?"*

"There are two opinions going around: one, that she just plain forgot the Earsin her hasteto warn him;
two, she'saspy.”

"Which istheright one?'

"Why ask me? Just because I've spent alifetime sorting through human psychesin generd doesn't mean |
understand onein particular. Selena once said she's of two minds about Curien. She's done nothing
which would make me doubt her observation. But," he said hadtily, as L ea showed outrage, "I don't think
she'saspy. I'd bet my lifeonit. Wemay al bet our livesonit.”

Lealooked at Hugh's troubled face, then stopped hisfutile pacing by wrapping her arms around him.
"Hey," she said softly, "remember me?"
Thedigtracted look on Hugh's face faded. As he bent to kiss her smiling lips he whispered, "Remind me."

Neither one heard Selena approaching, though the grey hardly moved on tiptoe. The snort of the stallion
as he caught their scent surprised them, but not as much as the near-wild pain on Selenasface.

"What'swrong?' said Lea
Sdenahdf-did, hdf-fell from the horse's back and stumbled through the fence.
"Mark... caught... hate... hate."

Hugh grabbed Selena and shook her none too gently. "Get hold of yourself.”



Sdenagave him aglazed look, then visbly struggled for control.
"I must find Dr. Han," she said, forming each word as precisely as amachine punching meta parts.
"I saw himin Anlab 3 just before | came here," said Leaquickly.

Sdlenadipped from Hugh's grasp and sprinted toward the animal |aboratory complex. Though the
buildings were less than three hundred yards away, fear stretched the distance into miles. But in pite of
fear, Selena controlled hersdlf, dowing to awalk just outside the building. When Leaand Hugh caught
up, she said between breaths, "Get Han without afuss. Don't panic colony."

Hugh headed for the nearest intercom and calmly paged Dr. Han.
"Meet usinmy office," cdled Lea

Hugh nodded and waved them away. When he got to Leds office, Sdenawas silently pounding her fist
againg Leas desk. Hugh grabbed Sdenaswrigt, but onelook from her blazing yellow eyesand helet go
asthough burned.

"Y ou wanted me, Hugh?'

At the sound of Han's voice, Sdenaturned to face him so swiftly that even the unruffled Dr. Han couldn't
control agtart.

"I want you, Dr. Han."

Sdendsvoice was unnaturaly low, yet so clear Hugh imagined he could see the words hanging inthe air
likeacrysa bridge,

"Mark Curienisin aHumanistosjail. Therewill beno trail. His execution will take place a midnight,
Eathtime"

Dr. Han'sface settled into folds of weariness. He didn't question the truth of her statement; ablind man
could have seen what those words cost Selena

"Did he say anything ds=?"

"Y ou're to contact a Rynlon ship. Have them come in behind the moon and launch a scoutship. The men
will bewaiting in Old Park."

Sdena paused, remembering. She had seen his mind flash through intricate ca culations, searching for a
possible escape, integrating probabilities, certainties, and unknowns with a speed which left her dizzy and
findly awed as his mind outstripped her awarenessin acomplex resolution of data. She had felt strength
drain from hisbody to feed hisincredible mind and she ached to take the burden from him. And then he
had coldly relayed a message to her. Permeating the message was the tacit assumption that while she
would doubtless rather that he die, there were three other livesinvolved.

"Men?' repeated Dr. Han for the third time.

"Yes..." Her attention snapped back to the present. "Three others. The scout craft isto meet them north
of thefdlen arch. They can hold out one week, maximum.”

"But," said Hugh, "a scout can't possibly hold more than two men and apilot.”

Dr. Han made an abrupt motion with his hand. "Mark knows that. His cal culations must have indicated



that no more than two would escape dive.”
IINO!II

Both sound and silence vibrated with Selenas intensity. Her eyeswere as painful to look at as the sun,
yet sheforced them to look and each felt acold tide rising.

"You arewrong," she said too quietly. "1 relayed the message. Now no onewill die."

Dr. Han removed his glasses and polished each lensdowly. "Mark rarely restates the obvious," he said
carefully. "Therdevant information isthat a Rynlon ship must be dispatched to Earth immediately.” He
replace hisglasses. "'l will attend to that now."

Selena spoke to his retreating back in words that would have vaporized stedl.

That's enough, Selena," said Hugh roughly. ‘It's not Han'sfault that al he can doiscal aship. And the
odds aren't too bad, considering.”

"Congdering what?' said Sdenain tones mat made him flinch. "' Congdering that abrilliant mind might
die? Conddering that my stupidity killed him?1 think your odds have shit dl over them!"

Sheturned away from him and started out of the room. In the halway she paused long enough to say to
Lea, "Tdl Dr. Han that World Government had at least four operationa spaceships before Tien took
over. And count your space communication units. Mark thinks there's one missing." Selena disappeared
down the hall before Leacould answer.

Sdlenarubbed her forehead wearily. It had been three days since Dr. Han had contacted the Rynlon
ship; even with the Fhlenn Space Digtorter, it would take another three days for the ship to reach the
moon. She ached to contact Mark, to reassure hersdlf that he was safe, but would not risk it. She had
supidly reveded him once to awaiting Ear; shed not willingly do it again.

Her fist dammed againgt the house console. M oodily she sucked her burning knuckles. The house chimes
caled softly; Leawas outside. Selenahurried to the door.

"Any newsfrom the Rynlon?" asked Sdlena.

"The Rynlon ship reached the moon undetected, and the scout will pick the men up at about two A.M.,
Paran time. We should hear from the ship again around six, if the scout has returned. Dr. Han thought
you might want to be there when the call comes.™

"Where?'
"The com-room abovethelibrary."

Leawatched the lines of tenson bite more deegply into Selenasface. "Couldn't you sort of check up on
them?'

Sdenaflexed her sore hand absently. "And give them away again?’

Sdena stared with unfocused eyes at Lea. With an effort, she gathered her wandering thoughts. "Since
you could have called and didn't, | guess you want to seethe animals.”

Leasmiled. "l hoped you'd ask."

Asthey waked dowly toward the compound, Lea covertly studied Selena's drawn face.



"Did anyone ever tell you how the Earth animals got here?' asked Lea, hoping to distract Sdenafrom her
obvioudy black thoughts.

"By spaceship,” said Selenaabsently.

"I meant how these particular breeds were chosen.”

"'Someone had good taste.”

"Don' let Han hear you say that.”

Sdlenasmothered awaspish reply; Leawas only trying to help. "Tell me about it,” shesaidto Lea.

"According to Han," Lea paused to rearrange her face into aloof, straight lines and to lower her voicein
animitation of Dr. Han's measured tones, " The World Director at the time Paran was established had a
special passion for wolves, Arabian horses, and assorted domestic and wildlife. One does not question
the demands of the man to whom one owes everything. Fortunately, the Director was ot an
unreasonable man; once he became reconciled to the impossibility of trangporting € ephants and whaes
to Paran, he dlowed usto fill the remaining cargo areawith our own anima choices.”

Sdlenalaughed at Leasimitation of the pompous Han. "Must have been the only joke that bastard ever
hatched."

Leamade aface. "Oh, Han'snot so bad. | caught him smiling once.” Then, "Isthat one of your horses?’

Sdenafollowed Leds pointing finger. A grey horse pranced aong the invisible fence. "That's Smoke. He
must be eager for arun.”

"Isitdl right if | comein and ride Ember?’
"Sure, Smoke won't bother you."

"It's not Smoke I'm worried about; it'sthem,” said Lea, pointing to the two wolves who had not stopped
watching her since she had first appeared.

"Oh, they're harmless, unless I'm threatened.”

Leacautiousy stepped through the barrier and inched closer to Selena under the watchful eyes of the
wolves.

"Stop sneaking," said Selena. "Y ou'll make them nervous. That's better. Their names are Pacer and
Shadow. Come over and get acquainted.”

"Whichiswhich?' said Lea
The bitch is Shadow. Don't be afraid. | wouldn't have let you comeinif they were dangerous.”
"But they weigh morethan | do," said Leareasonably.

Selenalooked at the petite woman and then at the wolves. "Y ou're probably right. But so does Ember,
and you ride her like you were born there. Hugh weighs more than you, and you—"

"Truce," laughed Lea and approached the wolves.

After afew sniffs, they moved back to Selena.



"What did | do wrong?'
"Nothing Y ou've exchanged reassurances of good will, which isal they wanted.”

"Oh." Leaturned away to look for Ember. Her shrill whistle brought Ember trotting out of the forest and
across the meadow.

"I haveto check the rest of the horses,” said Selenaas she mounted Smoke. "Comeif you want.”
"It'sasgood away tokill timeasany,” said Lea
Sdenaagreed, but said nothing.

As 2:00 A.M. approached, the people gathered in the corn-room dropped the pretense of talk and
stared openly at the web speaker, waiting. When the call came, Selenawas frustrated to discover that
she could not understand the ship's captain; she had not anticipated hearing an dien language. Everyone
turned anxioudy to Dr. Han.

"It was as Mark expected; only two escaped,” he said quietly.
"Which two?' said Lea breathlesdy, knowing Seenawould never ask.

"Mark Curien and Pierre Beauvoir. They will arrive here in gpproximately four days. We won't hear from
them again until they arein orbit around Paran.”

Sdenabegan to breathe again. "Arethey dl right?"

Dr. Han spread out hishands. "They are physicdly exhausted. Mentdly..." He paused. "They fet two
friends die, dowly, and could do nothing. Mark is savage, it was his plan.”

Inadistant way, Selenaregretted the two deaths, but her joy at Mark's safety left little room for
intellectua sadness. He was coming to Paran! Thoughtlesdy she bespoke Mark. His reply was swift and
crud.

Y our Ear was good, paran. How much did Tien pay you? Or did you do it for free just to watch men
diele

Sdlena sat unmoving, her face tight and pale, her joy gone. Hugh's features blurred in front of her.
"Areyou fedingdl right, Sdena?' said Hugh. "Sdena?’

Sdlenaforced her mind to function.

"Yes Fine"

"Areyou sure?'

"Very," shesaid curtly asanger cleared her mind and whipped plans across her consciousnesswith a
speed Mark would have gppreciated. She must get out of the city and away from the incoming ship. She
choseaplan quickly.

"Now that that's settled,” she said, "1 can get on with my work.” She turned to Dr. Han. "I'm taking some
of the animasinto the mountains. The colony should know more about the immediate countryside.
Satellite survey isfast, but lacks finesse. We don't even know which passis best for human travel and
which only looks good on the maps. Such information could be criticdl if the colony had to be evacuated



fo—"
Hugh cut inimpatiently. "What happened? Why do you suddenly want to run off into the wild areas?’
Sdenaturned on him like acat, but Dr. Han intervened.

"Hugh, | understand your concern, but it is misplaced. The computer will judge the merits of Sdends
request, not her motivation. If it deems her capable, sheisfreeto go.”

Selena's eyes glittered, but she kept her thoughts to hersalf as she walked over to the com-room's
computer outlet. She sat down and opened up the channel to the main computer. It took scant timeto
outline her request. Hugh swore as he saw the computer's one word answer, "Yes," followed by alist of
supplies and an aeria map of the country to be explored, with perforationsindicating emergency pick-up
points by the colony's one aircraft. The only restrictions were that Selena have a bio-monitor implanted in
her arm and that she maintain radio contact with the computer once aday.

I'll be damned,” said Hugh. "It's as crazy as sheis. Dr. Ha—"

Dr. Han shook his head. "Sdlenais qudified, or the request would have been refused. The bio-monitor
will warn of any untoward physicd state, and shell be picked up in amatter of hours.”

"Hours" yelled Hugh. "That's damned poor comfort.”

"The computer weighed probable danger againgt probable gain, and decided in favor of the latter,” said
Dr. Han. "'l suggest you do the same.”

Hugh muttered a suggestion asto what Dr. Han could do with the computer and |eft the room.

Dr. Han looked at Selena, who had camly studied the map during Hugh's outburst.

"When are you going to leave?"

"Tomorrow morning,” said Sdenawithout glancing up from the printout sheets.

"The ship will arrivein afew days. Would you consder delaying your departure until then?"

"Why should 17"

"I had hoped that you would be interested in meeting the Rynlon,” said Dr. Han.

"Some other time," Selena said as she gathered up the papers and left him standing aone in the room.

On the day the ship arrived, Selenawas degp in the mountain ranges north of the colony. Pacer and
Shadow roamed at either side, carefully avoiding the plants and animal s which Sdena had pointed out as
dangerous.

When they topped ahigh ridge, Selenalooked over her shoulder to check on the white mare who was
carrying the supplies.

"Look dive, Lazy," she caled, wishing the mare were not so eminently suited for her name.
Lazy flicked her ears, trotted obediently for afew steps, then fell againinto her leisurdy walk.

Selena shrugged. She had wanted a docile, unflappable pack animal, and that's what she'd gotten. The
galion she rode, on the other hand, was seething with curiosity and life. She rubbed Smoke'srippling



shoulder appreciatively; even after hours of carrying her over ridges and through dense timber, his coat
was barely marked by swest.

Prolonged thunder shook the il afternoon as the Rynlon ship tunneled through Paran's atmosphere.
Reflexively, Selena snapped on the distance glasses and scanned the sky. Minutes passed before she
caught ametalic flicker againgt the deep turquoise sky.

She watched until the ship fell behind the range of mountains separating her from the colony. In her mind
shevisuadized Mark leaving the ship, hislean body freed of the voracious robes, radiating life and strength
and aunique grace. Desirefor him twisted through her, firing memories of his handstouching her, his
olive eyesdight with passon. She clung to Smoke, willing hersdf to forget, forget, forget. Pacer whined
anxioudy and pressed his head againgt her leg.

"It'sokay, boy," she said, rubbing away the dampness of her hand on histhick fur.

After afew minutes Selena urged Smoke down theridge. The next camp was at least four hours distant
and darkness came early to the deep canyons.

As Smoke picked his careful way across atdus dope, Sdenafet an increasing foreboding.
Automatically she signaled Lazy and Shadow to come closer and sent Pacer ahead to check the dope.
Then she sorted through her memory of the last few minutes to discover what her subconscious might
have noticed. Neither Pacer nor self-interrogation could pinpoint the source of her uneasiness,

Sdlenafrowned; if not the country, what else could it be? Mary? She probed her painful emotions, but
their sharpnesswas not & al like the vague malaise which permested her mind. Gratefully, she
abandoned that area of questioning and tried to analyze precisaly what she did fed. Fear? No. Danger?
She studied the possibility with care, asit seemed the most likely, but found nothing. Sickness?
Homesickness? Y es, that was closer, but there was more. Delicately she picked over the feding of
homesickness. Ah, thereit was... longing for your own kind, for. .. communication-companionship. That
wasit.

Although relieved at having defined the maaise, she was nonetheless puzzled. She honestly did not think
that she missed the colony and the communication-companionship it offered.

Asthe miles did benesth Smoke's agile hooves, Sdenamulled and worried over the problem. When
Pacer indicated that a campsite was just ahead, and the water was good, Selena sighed in exasperation
and del egated the solution to her subconscious.

Halfway through dinner, her subconscious rewarded her with the information that the malaise had been
increasing for the last four days. Four days, the ship, Mark, said her conscious mind, then rgjected it.
Sdenastood up, impatiently muttering, "Lord deliver me from mine own speculations.” She dumped the
unesten food in the fire and forced hersdlf to drop the whole line of thought.

Sdenaunrolled atherma bag, savoring the thought of hours of oblivious deep.

But deep was not oblivion. For thefirst time in months Selena dreamed of the cat-like beasts of the alien
planet. The dream faded into olive green, dissolved into nothing encircled by longing, longing by the great
beast whose crystal eyes knew her on Paran, not alien but Paran. Only one? Where are the other
diamond eyes that shone upon that alien world of her dreams. Gone, so far, lost; done faded two
crystds, onemind, dl longing.

Selena awoke shivering in spite of the mild night. Her eyes opened upon strange stars scattered above
the desolate ridges, emptinesslonging for empathy.



Sherolled over, blotting out the stars, burying her face in Pacer'swarm fur.

Dawn found her on thetrail again, restive and depressed. She drove the animal s through the rock-strewn
morning until shame overtook her in ahigh mountain valley. She released Smoke and Lazy to enjoy fresh
forage, and sat in the tawny sunlight No sooner had she dozed off than theradio call sgnd shrilled
through the till valley. Swearing, Sdena scrambled up to silence the machine.

"Sdlenahere”

"ThisisHugh."

"Congratulations.”

"What's the matter?'

"Y ou woke me up.”

"Oh. Sorry. Didn't you deep wdll last night?”

"Y ou must have had areason to cal. What isit?’

"Now | know this sounds absurd,” began Hugh, "but part of thereason | called isto find out how you
dept.”

"Hugh—"
"Jugt answer my questions, then I'll explain.”

"Y ou better. | had amiserable night.”

"How about yesterday?"

"Last night was the culmination of four days of malaise. Any other questions?!

"Four days? The other paransonly felt it for the last day or so. Except for Mark, of course.
"Hugh, what'sthisdl about?' she demanded.

"Y ou said you dreamed. What about?'

Sdlenasighed. "A gresat big lonesome cat-beast.”

"Describeit,” said Hugh, his excitement registering even through the com device.
Sdenaslipsthinned in exasperation. Hugh, waiting eagerly back at the colony, heard only Stetic.
"Please, Sdena. It'simportant or | wouldn't bother you.”

"Oh, dl right. The anima gave theimpression of bigness— how big | can't say. Just big, powerful, and
built for speed. Four legs, very long prehendletail, color ranging from neutra to slver. The head was
large, even considering the beast's body. Its face was flattened—a most like a human's—and it had huge
crystaline eyes. It was sentient, telepathic, and miserable. Except for its unhappiness, it waslike the
beasts| dreamed of years ago."

"Mark wasright," shouted Hugh. "He said it resembled the dreams you told him about. When can you
come back to the colony?*



“Why should 17"

"Don't you see? The Rynlon brought thisanima back with them. It's here at the colony right now and
driving everyone crazy. Even the normas are feding edgy and the more senditive ones areimpossible to
livewith."

"Then why did the Rynlon bring it? Couldn't they fed its misery?"

"They had no choice. They had it knocked out for examination when Dr. Han's emergency call came.
They couldn't just dump it out an airlock to die. But they're only going to stay at the colony aslong asit
takesto resupply the ship. Then they'll return the beast to its planet. They might be leaving within aweek;
that's why we want you to come back now."

"But it will take me at least four daysto get back,” said Sdena.
"Wl send acargo shuttle. If you can get your menagerie aboard and quiet, you'll be back tonight.”
In Selend's mind arose two huge eyes, haunted by loneliness even greater than her own.

"I'minalarge, high valley between the second and third ranges of mountains gpproximately fifteen
degrees northwest of the colony. I'll send up ahoming sgnd.”

"Good girl. Seeyou in afew hours, if werelucky. Out.”

Sdlena began packing up and preparing the anima s—particularly Smoke—for the corning ride. When
she was sure they understood that the shuttle would not harm them, she sent them off to enjoy alast
romp.

A few minutes later, the shuttle landed at the far end of the valey. Sdenamounted Smoke and led Lazy
toward the shuttle. The wolves offered no problem; anywhere Selenawent had an irresstible attraction
for them. Smoke, however, had different ideas; ahundred feet from the shuttle he balked, refusing to
come any closer to that noisome lump of meta with the uninviting holein its Sde. Selenajumped off and
walked with Lazy to the shuttle. Lazy's nogtrilsflared at the unsavory smell of hot metd, but Sdenasfirm
promise of rest and grain pushed her aboard.

After she secured Lazy, Selenacdled in the wolves, leaving anear-frantic Smoke by himself in the empty
meadow. Selena stood at the top of the ramp and sent out to him a picture of Lazy, nose degp in grain.
Smoke edged closer. Selenavisuaized Ember nickering awel come when Smoke returned. Fifty feet to

go.

Sdlena bore down on the horrid loneliness of the valey, then offered Smoke the companionship of the
cargo shuitle.

Smoke was aboard—tense, edgy, explosive—but aboard. Quickly Selena secured him, encouraging him
to eat the lightly drugged grain.

She turned to go to the control room and nearly ran over aman who was standing quietly, watching her.
"We'reready," she said. They were the first words she had spoken for fifteen minutes.

"Incredible. | didn't believe him. No wonder Curien wanted you at the colony."

Sdenalooked through him.

"Excuseme. I'm Stan Morgan.”



Sdenanodded. "Y ourethe pilot?"
"No. Rhanett'sthe pilot. I'm the trandator.”
"Trandaor?'

"Sure. The only craft big enough for thistrip was the spaceship's atmosphere shuttle. Nobody but a
Rynlon can makeit move."

"I'd like to meet Rhanett. Or would that be tactless?' she added as Stan hesitated.
"Of course not. It'sjust that Dr. Han said you didn't want to meet any Rynlon.”

"I didn't. Then."

"Oh." Stan struggled to smother aamile. "Come on up front then.”

As Sdenaentered the control room she drew in her breath sharply. She had not known what to expect,
but Rhanett was not it.

"He's beautiful," bresthed Selena, as Rhanett walked gracefully toward her. Her eyes moved over
Rhanett's stedl-grey skin and curly russet hair. When he was but afoot from her he stopped, put his
hands behind his back, and bent hislong neck toward her.

Sdenalooked at Stan.

"Hands behind your back and touch your forehead to hisneck," said Stan. As she complied he
explained, "It'sagesture of friendship, like shaking hands."

Rhanett straightened, extending his hands. Before Selena could protest, she found her hands being placed
around Rhanett's neck.

"Now what," said Selena. But when she looked into Rhanett's flame-colored eyes she knew the answer.
She removed her hands and placed his around her neck.

"l don't understand,” said Stan. When Rhanett dropped his hands, Stan addressed him in an aien tongue.
Without looking away from Sdlena, Rhanett answered.

Stan shook his head. "That was the Rynlon version of the kowtow, adisplay of highest respect He said
he ‘tasted' your mind as you worked with the animals. Heis 'humbl€e before your talent.”

"Y ou mean he sensed my thoughts?*

"He must have. Some of the Rynlon who crew the reconnai ssance ships are selected for telepathic
sngtivity.”

"l didn't know the Rynlon were telepathic.”

"Neither did they. They hadn't even considered the possibility until Earth telepaths aided in theinitia
contact. Rhanett and otherslike him are the result of an exhaustive examination of the entire Rynlon
population. The Rynlon are nothing if not thorough.”

"Then why do they need us?'

Stan laughed. "Didn't you hear me? After culling an entire planet, only afew hundred Rynlon were found



who had any ps ability, however smdl. There are far more parans at the colony than on al of Rynlon.”

Sdlenalooked speculatively at Rhanett, then shook her head regretfully. "No time to experiment
now—especidly with that being pervading my mind."

"What being? Oh, you mean the Rynlons animd."

"Tell Rhanett I'm honored by his respect,” said Sdlena, "and would he please get this shuttle back to the
colony quickly."

As Rhanett turned away, Sdenaagain admired him. His eyes especidly intrigued her; no whites, just a
clear orange from corner to tapered corner. He was graceful yet undoubtedly masculine.

"Aredl Rynlon that beautiful 7' said Sdena

"Beautiful?' Stan shrugged. "1'd hardly call Rhanett beautiful, but then I'm not awoman. Rhanett looks
pretty much likedl the Rynlon I've seen.”

Stan watched as Rhanett's twelve dender ringersflicked over the controls. "Now that you mention it,
though, he does seem more, well, coordinated, than mogst.”

Rhanett's hands paused as he spoke to Stan.

"Welift intwo minutes” Stan said to Sdlena. "Arethe animals secure?”
"es"

"Sit hereand strap in,” he said, pointing to an empty seat next to him.

Sdlena promptly obeyed, then released her mind for afina check of the animas. Both Smoke and Lazy
had sagged againgt their restraining straps, blissfully relaxed after the drugged grain. Pacer and Shadow
were nervous, but quiet, in their padded cabinets. Selena soothed them with a promise of freedom as
soon asthey were airborne.

When she opened her eyes, Stan was looking at her curioudly.

"Y ou haven't heard aword I've said."

"| was checking the animals.”

"Y ou were—" His eyes widened and he unconscioudly drew away from her.

Sdenaflared at hisrgection. "Don't worry, Stan; | won't peep your mind. It wouldn't be worth the
trouble

Heflushed. "Sorry. I'm not really used to parans. I'm normd and..."

Sdlenalet him flounder. When they were airborne, she unstrapped hersdf and left the control room,
returning afew minutes later.

"Ask Rhanett if he would mind having the wolves up here.”

At Stan's question Rhanett |ooked over his shoulder toward Selena, then beyond to the two waiting
wolves. He locked the shuttle on the colony beam and gestured Selena over as he spoke to Stan.

"He saysit's okay, aslong asthey're quiet. He's never seen awolf.”



"They'll be quiet,” said Sdena, sgnaing the wolvesto st on thefloor next to her.

Rhanett approached them dowly, his manner acompound of caution and curiosity. The wolves watched
him but showed no hodtility. Selena pantomimed the proper way to greet the wolves. Sowly Rhanett
extended his hand. Shadow sniffed it carefully; her siweeping tail gave a suggestion of awag.

In afew minutesthe four of them were Sitting in sllent companionship on the deck, leaving Stan to stare
out the porta as Paran sped beneath the shuittle.

Chapter Five

When the shuttle reached the colony port, Hugh was the only person in Sght. Sdenafelt her depression
return more strongly than ever after the interlude in the shuttle.

"Need any help?' cdled Hugh as Sdenaled the till woozy horses down the ramp.

"No. Just keep clear. Smoke doesn't like strangers.”

Hugh hastily stepped back from the ramp. "I'll meet you at the house.”

Sdlenawaved acknowledgment and led the horses away under the watchful eyes of Rhanett.
When Sdena entered the house she found Hugh pacing around the living room.

"I thought you'd want what background we have on the beast,” he said. "The planet of originis
approximately Earth-type, of course, asthose are the only kind of planetsthe Rynlon explore. The
climate, however, isextreme. Literdly freeze or fry. It'satough, rocky, dry world. Astherewasno sign
of technicd civilization, we have to assume that any sentient animal life which evolved is highly adaptable,
competitive and predatory.” Hugh looked at Selenato seeif she had accepted his oblique warning.

"Perhaps,” said Selena. "But so isman. Besides, when | dreamed of these 'animals,’ nothing occurred that
made me believe they were dangerous.”

Hugh looked skeptical. "When the Rynlon examined the beast they discovered, among other things,
seven waysit could inject anerve poison into itsvictim: two hollow fangs, ahollow claw on each foot,
and adart at thetip of itsfifteen-foot tail. Not to mention sheer size and power, al controlled by amind
which is apparently of ahigh order of inteligence. Hardly my ideaof apet.”

Sdenashrugged. "If theanima's dl that formidable, how did the Rynlon capture it?!

Hugh frowned. "They asked the same question. After the examination, they began to wonder who
captured whom, so they kept the beast under mild sedation dl the way to Earth and back. When we saw
it we programmed amile-square compound with an elghteen-foot-high energy barrier.” An unesasy ook
moved over Hugh'sface. "And I'll bet that beast knows the dimensions of its prison to afraction of an
inch. It walked the perimeter once, never getting close enough to be shocked, like it could somehow
sensethe barrier.” Hugh got out of his chair and resumed walking. "1 hopeto God eighteen feet ishigh

enough.”
"Relax. If it wanted out, it would have escaped by now."

"l suppose so, but—"

"But nothing. Y ou've done dl you can. Isthere anything ese | should know?'



Hugh sat down again. "We don't know much else. The parans are sure that it's a'sender,’ but we don't
know if it can receive. Wethink it'sintelligent, but we have no proof.”

"How about the fact that it was smart enough not to get killed when the Rynlon ‘captured' it,” said Sdena
arily.

"That could have been luck.”
"Wheré's the compound? | want to see the luckiest animd in the universe.”
Hugh hesitated. "1 was hoping that you'd work with the beast from here.”

"If I'd wanted to do along-distance job on it I'd till bein the mountains. That so-cdled animal is
lonesome. Mental contact isfine, but it hasitslimitations. A combination of body and mind touch isbest.”

"Y ou can't be serious. That beast could kill you in asecond.”

"For God's sake, Hugh, I'm not stupid. | don't plan to rush through the barrier and giveit agresat big kiss.
But physical proximity isessentia to any relationship, beit between man and woman or man and animd..”

"But youll bevery careful?!

Sdends eyes narrowed, sending splinters of yellow light flashing through dark lashes. ™Y es, mother, I'll
be careful. Now, wherein hell's the compound?*

Hugh sighed and stood up again. "Take the park wakway to itsend. On theright you'll see anew trail.
It'smarked by ared post that'll give you amild warning shock when you passit. The compound begins
about aquarter mile up thetrail." Reluctantly he handed Sdlenaadisc. "Thedid ison zero, to prevent
accidentd entry.”

Wordlesdy, Selenatook the disc and left the house.

Shefidgeted at the dow pace of the wakway; obvioudy it was meant for pleasure rather than business.
She passed severd intertwined couples enjoying the beautiful park after their own inclinations. The
walkway glided past the ugly dorms, then moved faster asit entered the stretch of semi-wild woods that
bordered the lake. When the shore was only fifty feet away, the wak hummed to a stop. Selena stepped
off quietly, glancing around for the marker. A tight smile crossed her face as she saw another oblivious
couple relaxing amid the remains of apicnic. The girl wasleaning over her companion, kneading her
fingers across his chest. Helifted hishead to smile. Pain knotted through Selena as she recognized Mark.
Her unguarded mind radiated pain, then rage, then nothing as she regained control and moved quickly
into the forest. Shedidn't fed the shock as she sumbled past the trail marker. Her feet moved blindly
down the new trail until amenta warning stopped her. The glowing disc showed the barrier wasinches

away.

A hundred feet away, the huge beast watched her with unblinking eyes. Suddenly it was running toward
her, massive musclesrippling and bunching asthe anima garnered itsdlf, legped the barrier with incredible
surging power, and landed lightly next to her.

Mark'sfear for her screamed through Selenas mind. Slowly she turned her head and looked into the
eyesof her dream.

The beast was lying motionlessinches from her, its head resting on massive paws. Into Selena's mind
poured comfort, soothing her unbridled londliness, promising friendship, shutting out Mark'sfear. Dazed,
wondering, she stretched out her hand to touch the great head and lose hersdlf in the infinite crystd eyes.



At Sdlenastouch the beast's long tail wrapped gently around her shaking body, easing her closer until
she nestled againg the animal’'s neck.

For thefirst time since childhood, Selenafdt sheltered, cherished, safe. With along, long sigh she
thanked the dien by laying her cheek againgt its velvet skin.

AsMark'smind caught the anima's loving thoughts, he turned to the hysterica girl beside him.

"Shut up, Marion," he said, shaking her until she stopped screaming, then releasing her abruptly. He
resumed watching Selena, opening his mind to the flow of grief and tenderness between Sdlenaand the
alien. Sometime passed before his concentration was broken by another scream. He turned toward
Marion savagely and saw a panting group of armed men running up thetrail. Hugh reached him first, only
to stop in bewilderment as he saw Mark's relaxed face.

"What in hell'sgoing on?'Y ou gave hdf the parans a headache ydling about Selenas danger.”

Mark stepped aside, alowing Hugh to see Sdenacurled next to the huge animal. Hugh's hand tightened
onthegun.

"Isshe—"

"Obvioudy you didn't wait to hear the rest of the message,” said Mark. "Now disarm that damn nerve
gun before you pardyze whét little brain you have."

Hugh flushed with anger, but he reset the gun to zero. Mark ignored him and turned to the restless group
of colonigts. "Therest of you heroes get out of here, and take her with you," he said, jerking histhumb
toward the trembling Marion. As Hugh turned to leave, Mark's hand clamped over hiswrigt, "Not you."

Hugh began to protest, but stopped when he saw the look on Mark'sface. After afew minutes of
grained silence Hugh ventured a question.

"Curien, what's going on?"
"Can't you fed it?' grated Mark. "Are normasredly so insengtive?
Hugh flinched at the bruta reminder of hislimitations.

"Sorry," said Mark curtly. "I've no right to attack you, especialy on the score of sensitivity—I just
learned how thickheaded | am." Mark's eyes darkened as he remembered Selenaslondliness. "Dr. Han
made quite apoint about you being Selend's ‘friend'; that'swhy | made you stay. As her 'friend,’ it's
important that you understand that,” he said, gesturing toward Selenaand the aien.

Mark's tone made Hugh uneasy. "I'm her friend, period. I'min love with another girl,” he said bluntly.
"But don't let that stop you from explaining. My psychology booksdidn't include diens.”

Mark looked a Hugh silently for amoment, then nodded. "Dr. Han'sameddling son of abitch. I'll have
atak withhim."

"You'll haveto standin line; | can think of at least three people ahead of you. And Selena burned him but
good afew daysago.”

Mark smiled briefly, but the mention of Selenadrew his eyes back to her. He brooded over the strange
pair a the end of thetrail. Just when Hugh had given up hope of an explanation, Mark began talking
quigtly.



"I don't know how much Selenatold you about her stay with the Humanistos. At the time her mind was
undeveloped, her powers stifled because she feared discovery. She feared mindspeech, and was
powerful enough to shut me out. In the time we were together | had to rely entirely on verba
communication. It failed. Shefelt I'd betrayed her. | didn't understand and we ended up dashing each
other."

Mark paused and a bitter smile crossed hisface. "Parans are not noted for their even tempers and
generd tranquility. She gave me ablast that made me furious. And then | was caught. Two men died;
good men. On the way to Paran, she contacted me and—I gave her ablast neither one of usislikely to
forget. | thought she had caused my capture, which she hadn't And | thought she hated me." He
shrugged. "If she didn't hate me before, she had every reason to after. So | started to look for someone
to lick my wounds."

Mark flexed his hands absently, trying to drain off the tenson of past mistakes. " Selena came across
Marion and mein the woods awhile ago. Nothing spectacular, except to Selena. She... | knew that | had
been wrong. | ran after her, saw her stop at that alien's command, saw that beast sail over the barrier.
That must have been when | curdled the paranswith my warning." Mark'slaugh waslikeice breaking. "
should have saved my energy. That dienis pure mush insde; Selenas unhappinessdrew it to her. And
now look at them. Sweet Christ! If Selenawould be haf open with me as sheiswith every goddamned
dray anima—"

"What now?" said Hugh after it was gpparent that Mark would say no more.
"Wewait until Selena controls her mind and can tell usal about her lovely new friend.”
"l should go tell everyonethat Sdenaisadl right.”

"Dont bother. At therate that aien is sending out affection every paran on the planet will be brimming
with brotherly love. That damn beast is even getting to me. Now sSit down and let me concentrate.”

Hugh sat patiently as Mark once again immersed hismind in the interplay of emotions. Sdenawas
noticeably calmer, which encouraged Mark to send her a questing thought. When Sdenafelt hismind,
she recoiled with remembered hurt. Mark persisted, until sharp pain burned in hismind, destroying his
concentration. Startled, he opened his eyesto find the anima watching him. He got the message and
swore.

"What'swrong?"'

"That obscene beast told me to leave her aone.”

"Butwhy?"

"Because | hurt Selena,” snapped Mark. "Oh hdll, | can't blameit. I've balled things up enough asitis."
Mark fell slent, eyes unfocused in gloomy contemplation.

At length Sdenadtirred. With an unsteady hand she smoothed her tangled hair away from her eyes and
looked around. Beyond the protective bulk of the anima's head she saw the motionless figures of Hugh
and Mark. She looked quickly away, too vulnerable to face Mark and too tired to speak to Hugh.

Sumping againgt the anima, she began to collect her mind and regroup her defenses. Almost immediately
she fdt strength seep into her body and mind; somehow the dien was giving her energy asit had given
her comfort. Selenarelaxed and allowed the alien force to renew her sapped vigor. Dreamily she
watched the sunlight shimmering off the anima's skin.



"Shimm. That'swhat | shal cal you," said Sdena softly. "For your mind and body shimmer with life"” The
name somehow comforted her.

Within afew minutes Selena's mind was once again under control. Shetried to convey to Shimm her
graitude and affection. A strangely familiar throbbing sound came from Shimm. Startled, Selenacould
not at first remember where she had heard it before. Then the memory of a past dream arose, bringing
with it apicture of many animals such as Shimm joined in athrobbing chorus of joy. Her reverie broke as
she heard Hugh cdlling. Selenalooked down thetrail. Hugh was standing up, but Mark remained a
motionless seated Buddha

"Sdeng," cdled Hugh again.
"I hear you. What do you want?"'

"What do |—Selena, don't you think it'stime that we got back to the colony? 'Y ou've turned that place
insde out today. The least you can dois go back and let them see youredl right.”

"Shimm'’s coming with me. She's not a beast to be caged and studied.”

"Yes. She. Didn't the Rynlon even discover her sex when they poked and harried her?!
"They didn't say. But | don't think you should bring that. .. her, into the colony.”

Mark cut in before Selena could say anything.

"Shimm's harmlessto us, she'stoo intelligent to take on the whole colony, which ismore than | can say
for some human beings."

In onefluid motion, Mark roseto hisfeet and left the three of them staring at his retreating back.

Hugh shook his head. "Let's go, then. | hope you and Mark know what you're getting dl of usinto,” he
added as Shimm stood up and he measured her size. "My God, she must be at least Six feet at the
shoulder and twelve feet long.”

"Youforgot thetall," Sdenalaughed as Shimm curled it playfully around her waist.

Hugh looked anxioudy at thetip of Shimm'stail but could see no dart.

"It'sretractable, like her claws," came Sdlena's amused explanation.

Shimm in her turn studied Hugh closdly, until he asked Sdenanervoudy if anything waswrong.

"She'sjust puzzled. | think it's because she gets no response from your mind, yet sensesthat we are
communicating easily. But I'm not sure; my exchangeswith her are barely more complicated than with
Smoke or the wolves."

"But Mark said shewasintelligent.”
"Sheis. It'smy mind that's a fault, not hers.”

They started toward the colony while Hugh chewed over Selenaslast remark. When they were dmost
there, Hugh broke the silence.



"Areyou sure?'
"Of what? Shimm'sintdlligence?"
Hugh nodded.

"Yes. | can sensethat I'm only getting afraction of what she sends. | hopethat I'll improve as| get more
familiar with her mind. A week won't be long enough.”

"That's okay. We can keep her here.”

"No. She has mates or friends, perhaps even children, that need her. There are enough exiles on Paran.
When the Rynlon arc ready, she goes back home."

"Suit yoursdlf. But it seems a shame to pass up an opportunity to sudy an dien tepathic lifeform.”

"Shimm isnot an 'opportunity.’ She's asentient, senditive being who has as much right to consderation as
ahuman. How would you like to be yanked off Paran and studied by diens on an dien world?’

"It wasjust asuggestion.”
"Yeah. You and Dr. Han make ared team.”
"Wdll, you and Mark aren't so great either,” Hugh retorted. "What's Mark got to do with this?*

"If you two parans can't do any better together than oil and water, I'm thankful that Leaand | are mere
normals”

"l don't know what you mean," said Selena, her face tight Hugh laughed shortly. "That's exactly what |
mean." Therest of thetrip to the lab was completed in silence.

In the days that followed, Selena spent dl her time with Shimm. On the sixth day, Sdenaappeared in Dr.
Han'soffice.

"Well, Sdena, | thought we were going to have to hunt you down. The Rynlon are leaving tomorrow.
Hugh said that you wished Shimm to return to her native world.”

"That'swhy I'm here. I'm going with her."

"Do you think that iswise?"

"Y ou yoursdf said that no one here could further my development.”

"That was previousto Mr. Curien'sarrivad. If you would consent to work with him—"

"Shimm told methat my mind is that of acub. The Lacents could train me, asthey train al the young.”

Dr. Han polished his glasses carefully. " Are you quite sure that you understood Shimm? 1 had thought
that communication between you and Shimm was too rudimentary to convey such complex idess.

"It took Shimm six daysto get it into my head that her kind could help me. | want that help and I'm going
to haveit.”

"Y ou redize that you would have to go by yourself, as| doubt that anyone from the colony desiresto
accompany you."



"It'smutual,” snapped Selena.
"Y our supplies have been loaded aboard ship.”

AsDr. Han noticed her surprised ook, he said, "Redlly, Selena. Did you think that we would be startled
by your request? It was quite obvious that you would rationdize a course of action which would remove
you from the colony. | only hope that Shimm does hel p you; as matters now stand sheis merely your
escape from sometimes painful human intercourse. Beware of exchanging the infinite uncertainties of life
for the cramped certainties of the womb."

"Areyou quitefinished?' said Sdena

"Beat the port no later than six thisevening. The ship liftsat eight. Y ou will find completeindructionsin
your quarters. That isal, Seena. If you will excuse me, | have work to attend to.”

Shimm'’s gppearance a the port hated dl activity until Selena convinced everyone that Shimm was
perfectly civilized and would harm no one without ample cause. Only Rhanett seemed undisturbed. His
eyes glowed approva as he motioned Selenato bring Shimm to the cargo lock. They followed him to
Shimm's hastily contrived quartersin the hold. He seemed apologetic that Shimm should have to travel
with the cargo, but it was that or the laboratory cage. Shimm, however, had no objections, and promptly
stretched out upon the resilient pad which served as her bed. Rhanett carefully secured the net which
would immohilize Shimm during lift-off.

Sdlenaturned to Rhanett, focusing her mind to convey gratitude for his kindness. As she watched his
orange eyes, shefelt sure he had received her thought. She opened her mind to his reply, but caught only
the most tenuous suggestion of response. Disappointed, she followed him to her quarters.

Selena groaned when she saw a sheaf of papers conspicuoudly placed in the center of the bed. Muttering
under her bream she strapped hersdlf into the bed and began to read.

Thefirg few sheetswere, an equipment inventory. Selenaskimmed over the list, pausing only when she
ran across unfamiliar items. One such item particularly intrigued her: aMolecular Andysis Unit. Sdenas
admiration for Rynlon technology increased as she read the explanatory note which followed: "MAU-2
andyzes any substance with reference to its suitability for human consumption and/or nourishment.
Modified for Earth human chemistry from MAU-1 used by Rynlon." The remainder of the paragraph
explained how to operate the unit and decode the results.

Sedlena continued through the list. When she reached the section dealing with supplies she was surprised
a itsbrevity.

Other than alarge quantity of sustain wafers and dehydrated joyjuice, there was barely enough food to
last two weeks.

In her anger she dmost missed the explanation for the short supplies: "If, after one week, subject is
unableto utilize sufficient native floraand faunato sustain life independent of off-planet supplies,
experiment will be consdered afailure aid subject will be returned to more suitable habitat.”

Sdenagrudgingly admitted to herself that the computer was only being logica; she could hardly expect a
Rynlon ship to suspend exploration merely to keep her infood. That MAU-2 was going to get ared
workout.

A dight vibration told Sdenathat the ship waslifting. Hagtily she flipped through the last of the inventory,
forcing her mind to peak concentration. By the time that Paran had diminished to asmdl, silver disc,



Sdlena had finished the last sheet of ingtructions and was on her way to release Shimm.

Thetrip wasthree days of frustration for Selena. She could not communicate adequately with Shimm,
and there was no trandator aboard for the Rynlon. She saw Rhanett only once. A day after lift-off he
cameto her cabin and indicated that she should lie on her bunk. No sooner had she complied, than she
redled under the two digtinct attacks of vertigo. Rhanett touched her reassuringly, then left. When her
mind settled down again, she redized what had happened. The Fhlenn distortion field had shifted the ship
out of norma space, then back in at afar distant point.

Sdlenadrew in aragged breath and thanked Dr. Johnson for knocking her out on that trip from Earth.

The warning bell awoke Selenaroughly. They were entering atmosphere. She sent her mind to check on
Shimm, but Rhanett had dready secured her. Satisfied, Selenaquickly strapped hersdlf into the landing
net. At last the obnoxious clanging ceased; they had landed. Selena stripped off the net and ran to release
Shimm before the last echo died.

In afew minutes, Rhanett joined them. Silently the massive cargo lock opened, extruding ametalic
tongue to the planet benesth. Rhanett gestured them down the ramp. As Selenalooked out she saw the
remains of the hagtily abandoned Rynlon camp. Beyond the camp three huge animals stood motionless,
their great crystal eyesfixed upon the ship. With ajoyous ululation Shimm flowed past Selenato join her
mates. The three responded with athrobbing song which stirred the hair dong Selena's arms. Shimm was
soon the center of atangled knot of caressing tails and affectionate pawing which would have
incapacitated alesser being.

Sowly Sdlena descended the ramp, ignoring the bustle as the Rynlon unloaded her supplies. She moved
away from the ship and stood a one to watch Shimm's ecstatic homecoming. Abruptly she returned to the
ship to help with the unloading.

In ashort time, her supplies were stowed inside the tent which was to be her home. Rhanett showed her
how to operate the tent's entrance, and various equipment. When he was satisfied that she understood,
he inclined his head and departed for the ship. Selenastood at the entrance to the tent and watched as
the ship lifted in eerie sllence into the ochre sky. When even her imagination could no longer see the ship,
she reluctantly went back inside the tent. She clamped down on her emations; no hint of despair must
leak out to the sengitive Shimm.

Mechanically Selena sorted the contents of the tent and put them out of the way. At length she came
upon alarge box marked MAU-2. For amoment she closed her eyes, from her mind poured every bit of
information given to her in theingtructions. As she remembered she manipulated the dials. Shewinced as
aneedleflicked out to match asample of her blood againgt the information contained within the unit.
Apparently her body chemistry matched the unit's program satisfactorily for the control locked into place
and ahand-sized field unit popped into the receiving tray.

"Well, at least | won't haveto lug this crate around,” muttered Selena as she picked up the smaller
mechine.

Sdenargpidly stowed the remaining supplies, leaving out only those things which shewould use
immediately. In afew minutes she had changed into thermd clothing which the Rynlon had provided. She
placed the MAU, nerve gun, med kit, and emergency food in assorted pockets and sat down to study
the Rynlon survey map.

She shook her head as the map detailed the rugged terrain.

None of the riversran more than thirty miles before disappearing into jumbled hegps of rock or gaping



holes. Life was concentrated a ong the rivers and around the frequent tiny lakes. Beyond these rose the
broken, barren rock plateaus, jagged walls enclosing the random pockets of life.

Sdlena's map study was interrupted by the appearance of Shimm's head in the entranceway.
"Wdl, old girl. Y ou findly remembered me, did you?"

Sherose and gpproached Shimm. In Sdlenas mind grew apicture of hersdf riding Shimm away from
camp. Selena surveyed Shimm's deek back and fluid muscles doubtfully. There wasn't even amaneto
hang on to. When Shimm perssted Sdenagavein.

"All right, Shimm. But it'salong way to fall."

Sensing acceptance, Shimm lay quietly on the ground while Selena scrambled on. As soon as Sdenawas
segted, Shimm'slong tail wrapped around her waist, then around Shimm's barrel.

After the first few minutes Selenabegan to enjoy hersdf. It would take time to accustom herself to
Shimm'srippling gait, but while she learned, Shimm'stail prevented a broken neck. Sdenawatched the
oasis glide by and redlized that Shimm's seemingly easy pace was nearly asfast asahorsesgalop. Soon
they had reached the edge of the life belt and were headed into a heap of jet-colored rocks. Without
breaking stride, Shimm glided over and around huge boulders. Deep cracks in the earth flew benesth
Shimm's supple body as she flowed over terrain which Selenawould have found impassable.

A digtinct feding of pleasure cameinto Selenas mind; Shimm was enjoying herself. What was an
impossibly rugged trail to Sdenawas an enjoyable romp to Shimm.

"Soyoulikethis, girl," murmured Selena. "Why didn't you jump the compound sooner?'Y ou must have
been wild for agood run.”

If Shimm answered Salenacould not discerniit.

The rocks terminated abruptly when Shimm entered another oasis. Sdenareviewed the map in her mind;
Shimm had brought them amost twelve miles—most of it over rock beds and crevasses—in avery short
time. And they were no longer aone; three of Shimm'skind were sllently pacing them. Beyond aclump
of stubby slver-blue brush waited many more.

Sdlenabegan to fed uneasy as she counted fifteen waiting animals. Immediately, reassurances flowed
from Shimm. Selenaresigned hersdf; thiswas no time to abandon trust. She was rewarded by a surge of
affection from Shimm.

When Shimm stopped, six of the animas moved toward her. Their scarred, mottled skin told Seena that
they were the old ones, even as her mind quivered before their combined greeting. Sudden searing pain
made Selena gasp as the Lucents explored her mind. Instantly the pain ceased, leaving Selenaclinging to
Shimm with sweat-dippery hands, enraged at the preemptory rape of her mind.

*We are shamed, Sdlena-entity,» whispered the Lucentsin her mind. *One you cal Shimm said you
desired our teaching. We are shamed.e

Sdlena struggled with her whirling mind, but between anger and wonder at the Lucents ease of
communication, it was severa seconds before she could bespeak clearly.

*Why can | understand you, but not Shimm?

*Our minds areripe, and we are six. Still itisdifficult.e



*But you speak words, not pictures.

*The mature mind knows the energy which links sentience to sentience. The mind generdizes, thebrain
particularizes.

Sdenawithdrew into hersdf for amoment.
*Does your teaching require entry into my mind»

*Only if you desire. We thought your presence on Change indicated such desire. Y our rejection showed
uswe misunderstood. Please believe we would never have presumed even such superficia contact had
we known.e

"Superficid,” muttered Sdlena, her head till throbbing.

*Only mates and Lucents enjoy fusion. If you wish, wewill limit your ingtruction to an understanding of
the basics of our life on Change. Then, if you decide to continue, there will be no misunderstanding asto
what isrequired of you in the Season of Becoming.e

Sdlena sensed an undertone of danger behind the Lucents thought. Apparently knowledge was not
without itsrisks. Well, what was?

*When can we begin thought Selena.

*Soon. The searfruit ripens,» cametheir enigmatic reply.

Chapter Six

In the days that followed, Shimm came for Selenaat sunrise and carried her back to camp at dusk.
Sdlends hours with the Lucents were spent reviewing the life forms of Change. She discovered that the
slver growth which thickly covered some of the rocks was the Changelings main source of nourishment.
When she tested the growth, the MAU told her that it was not poisonousto her and that it had a
nutrition-energy index of 11.4 on ascaeof 13.

Sdlenawhistled; joyjuice'sindex was only 8.4 and the sustain wafers barely topped 7. Such a perfect
food combined with the Changelings efficient metabolism made the oasis positively underpopulated. I
the suff grew in sufficient quantity, thet is.

L ucents,* Selenathought, *what isthis growth called?

*That-which-sustains-life.

Selenafrowned; that was a definition, not aname.

*Food? she asked.

*That-which-sustains-lifes camethe firm reply.

*Manna? persisted Selena.

There was a pause. Selenawondered into what symbolstheir brains had trand ated the concept.
*Almogt-manna,e they finaly answered.

lsmannaplant or animal %



*|t has minima awareness.

Sdenamulled over the Lucents answer. Apparently the Changdlings did not classify life by physica
structure, but by degree of awareness.

*Is manna abundant?

*Whenwewishitto bee

ol don't understand. Either it growsalot or it doesn't.
*Mannais obedient.e

Selena decided to try some other topic. Her own food problem was solved, even though manna did have
ataste reminiscent of powdered kelp.

*What isthe Season of Becoming?

*To answer that, we must first tell you about our life on Change, our racia history. Oursisaplanet of
extremes. The cycle encompasses the Time of Fire, the Times of Reprieve, and the Time of Ice.e

A kaeidoscope of sensations rushed through Selena's mind: burning heet, brittle cold, warmth, chill; the
oasis scorched, icefilled, desolate, surging with life, dwaysin flux.

*These are the conditions of our evolution and our life. In the far past, we were asmaler people, prey of
thetorlen, hunters of unaware lifeforms.e

In Selena's mind grew avision of aleathery winged creature about the size of a human. The creature
became aflock, siwooping down on ayoung Changeling as the adults clicked and keened in rage, their
combined cries sounding in Selenas brain as Torlen! Torlen! Selena shuddered as the torlen shredded
flesh from the cub's body, sending freshets of bronze blood over itssilver skin.

*Thetorlen and our ancestors hunted each other, but the torlen had the advantage of wings. To survive,
we |eft the dark corridors beneath the earth, leaving the torlen to hunt skittersin the labyrinths. Only when
we return to the caverns can torlen hunt our kind with success.e

*During the time of trangition, our ancestors, not yet adapted to life beneath the sun, were indifferent
hunters. Hunger finally drove the remnants of our raceto egt the life forms of lowest avareness, whether
they be found above or below ground. The discovery of manna saved our race; that of sear-fruit nearly
destroyed us.»

oIt it not known who firgt tasted the searfruit. Many must have eaten it out of season, for many died. All
but afew of those who lived became insane. Within one Great Cycle, our race was reduced to afew
scattered groups of Changdlings.

*Those who had eaten of searfruit and survived in body and mind found their awareness greetly
increased; thus tel epathy came to the Changelings. The survivors never again ate the searfruit, but till it
destroyed. Their progeny increased in Size, necessitating yet more food. Many of them were born
deformed in mind or body. Those born norma were driven by some compulsion to egt the searfruit. If
they were prevented, they died. And so began our history of death, deformity, insanity, and for the few,
awareness.

*Over thousands of Great Cycles, the race survived, each generation dightly less vulnerable to the deadly
effects of sear-fruit, until today only onein five of our young are born deformed, and only onein eight fall



prey to the Season of Becoming.e

The flow of words and visions ceased. Selenablinked her eyes, surprised to find hersdf in the present as
the past drama of Change echoed through her mind.

*Wewill rest now,* said the Lucents. *Though cooperative, a mind of such untrained power asyoursis
fatiguing to reach.» Silently they withdrew, leaving Sdenato muse over their history.

Absently Sdenalifted her hand to flick away an annoying insect. Insect? There were no insectson
Change. Sdenajumped to her feet, hand automaticaly yanking the gun from her belt before sheredized
that it was only Shimm's playful tail that had disturbed her.

"Shimm, you dmost got your tail shot off,” Selenasaid as she replaced the gun. Amused gpology filtered
into Selena's mind, along with ah invitation to ride.

"All right, you clown," Sdenasaid as she rubbed Shimm's chin. "It's the least you can do for scaring me.”

Shimm promptly lay down, dlowing Sdenato dip alight harness over her legs and around her neck.
Sdlena scrambled up, grasped the harness, and told Shimm she was ready. Immediately Shimm bounded
into the rocks.

As Sdenaclung to the harness, she redlized anew that her first trip on Shimm had been the Changdling
equivaent of acrawl. Now, with Shimm'stail freeto performits natural balancing function, Shimm fairly
skimmed over the rocks, her mind radiating the joy of amad, perfectly coordinated dash acrossthe
treacherous ground.

Within minutes they dropped into another oasi's where three Changelings awaited them. As Shimm's
thoughtsfinally penetrated into Selenas mind, Selenaknew that she had been right; these were Shimm's
mates. Selena concentrated on opening her mind to the others, and discovered to her surprise that one of
the three was afemale. She shot aquestion at Shimm, but at first felt no contact. Then she sensed that the
Changdlings werein the process of fusing. When Selena's question was answered, the communication

had more clarity than Shimm aone, but not nearly so much asthe Lucents.

sLife unit,» they thought, sending apicture of cubs romping around Shimm and the other Changelings.

Sdlenaincreased her concentration; thiswas going to be more difficult than her initial bespeaking with
Mark. Shevisudlized a man, awoman, and achild. Then she visudized Shimm with one male and cubs,
asking if thiswasalife unit.

The Changdlings answered in the negative. Sowly they created one scene after another, until Selena
findly grasped theideathat it took two maesto impregnate one female, and that four Changelings—two
male, two femae—made up alife unit. Selena asked why four were necessary and received the vague
impression that three alone could not care for the offpring.

Astime passed Sdlenaand the Changelings grappled with their limited ability to communicate until al five
weretired. The fuson dissolved, leaving her frustrated; she would have to ask the Lucents about
Changelings society at their next meeting.

After they had eaten and rested, Shimm indicated that Selena should once again mount her. With Sdena
firmly settled, Shimm led the Changelings across the small life zone to the edge of the rocks where alarge
patch of die slvery mannagrew. There Shimm and her mates el to tearing thick matted strips of manna
from die rocks until they had harvested alarge pile of the growth. Then each wrapped atail around some
manna, scooped up alarge mouthful, and headed acrossthe oasis.



Sdlena could not understand what the Changelings were doing, but she refrained from distracting Shimm
with questions. Asthey reached the edge of the oasis, Selena noticed adark opening in the earth.
Without hesitating, Shimm and her mates dropped into it, landing lightly about ten feet benegath the
surface. The tube wound steeply down into total darkness. Selena became completely disoriented asthe
blackness muffled her senses, playing tricks even with her ears until it seemed as though the swishing
sounds of the Changelings passage emanated from dl directions.

And gill Shimm padded swiftly through the darkness. Selenabegan to shiver in the chill dampness and
cursed hersdf for not wearing the thermd jumpsuit. She logt dl sense of time or movement; only her
numbed hands clamped around the harness kept her from falling into the fathomless black.

After what seemed an endlesstime, Selends straining eyes detected afaint lessening of the darkness. The
Changdlingsincreased their pace with the additiond light until the passageway widened into a bell-shaped
chamber festooned with lambent strings of vegetation. A sllent stream wound through the center of the
room, sending up tendrils of steam from its surface. Selenaredized that she was no longer cold; the
chamber enjoyed anatura heating system.

As her discomfort lessened, Salena began to appreciate the Changelings winter-summer retreat. The
vegetation was repugnant, but it provided adequate light. The water answered the demands of both thirst
and warmth. All that was lacking was food; gpparently the bulbs hanging from the stringy growth were
good only for illumination, for the Changdings had stored alarge quantity of mannain acorner of the
chamber. After Shimm had deposited her load of mannaon the growing pile, they dl left the chamber and
plunged into darkness again.

Thereturn trip did not seem quite so interminable to Selena, yet the sight of ajagged circle of bronze light
was arelief. She tightened her grip as Shimm's muscles bunched for the legp to the surface.

In sunlight once again, Selenarelaxed and flexed her cramped fingers while Shimm crossed the life zone
to the patch of manna. Without resting Shimm and her mates once again stripped the growth from the
rocks. When it became apparent to Selena that they were going to return to the steamy chamber, she let
Shimm know that she wanted off.

Sdlenawatched as the four Changelings moved swiftly acrossthe oasis. When she could no longer see
them, she stretched out on the resilient woolly vegetation which carpeted the life zone.

She woke to Shimm's delicate but persistent nudges. When Selena glanced toward the patch of manna,
she was surprised to find that nearly al of it had been harvested. Only random shreds of growth still clung
to the black-veined rock. Selena clipped on the distances lenses and searched the rocky edges of thelife
zonefor other slvery patches of manna, but found none.

She bespoke Shimm but there was no answer. Selenaremoved the lenses and turned back to the
denuded rocks. The Changelingswerein fusion, their opaescent eyes fixed upon the remaining manna.
She sensed aflow of energy from Changelings to mannaand was reminded of the strength which Shimm
had once given to her.

The shreds of manna became larger. Selenas astonishment broke her concentration, but even without it
she could fedl the affection and power which the fusion radiated. As Selenawatched the swelling manna
in disbelief, the words of the L ucents echoed in her mind: sMannais obedient.e

When the silvery growth reached a quarter of its previous size, the fusion dissolved. Shimm and the
othersate from asmall pile of food which they had set asde and then ambled over to asmdl pond to
drink. Shimm's mates then lay down together, tails caressng each other until they knotted
companionably. Shimm indicated to Selenathat it wastime for her to go back to camp; dusk was dready



spreading over the life zone.

After Shimm had dropped her at the tent Selena contacted Paran.

"Hi, Sdena How'sit going?"

"Hugh. Since when are you the com-man?"

"Sinceyesterday. After dl, I've got to keep track of my project, don't 17" he laughed.

"Your 'project' isdoing just fine," said Selenatartly. "Infact, I've dready found a native food source that
makes your sustain wafer look as nutritious as pladtic. I'll be able to stay on Change until winter comes.”

"That'swhat Shimm's people call their planet.”

Hugh grunted. "Fitting name, from what we know of it, The, ah, Lucents keeping you busy?"

"Only for short periods. Apparently communicating with meis quiteastrain for them, evenin fuson.”
"Fuson?'

"A gtatein which their mindsjoin and amplify each other," explained Sdlena "1 don't know yet whether
fuson increases their power arithmeticaly or geometricaly. If it'sthelatter, it would be avery useful
tool."

"More than you know," muttered Hugh.
"What'sthat?'

"Nothing. Just babbling as usud. Say, you wouldn't happen to have time to snoop around Earth a bit?"
sad Hugh casudly.

"I might Why?'
"Oh, weve got asmdl problem. Most honorable Dominic Tienisfeding frisky."
"So what? Earth is past history.”

"Not quite. The World Government had a complete file on project Paran.' It's just ameatter of time until
Tiengivesusacdl."

"Agan—sowha?'

"So we can't take any chances. Particularly as some colonigts are spies.”
"Y ou mean the Earthers are on Paran?' Sdenasaid.

"Y eah. Welve got atag on dl of them, of course.”

"Hugh, thisisridiculous. What can spies do to Paran? They can't even communicate with Earth. Tien
must think they're dead. Or for that matter, why would he even bother? We're certainly no threat to him.”

"We know that. Hell, we couldn't threaten a butterfly. But Tien'sanut. He may ignore us, or he may
declare aholy war. Mark thinks he'll probably use usto scare the world into unity. Y ou know the



routine—quit-your-bitching-weve-got-an-enemy-to-fight. Anyway, we don't know enough to decide
whether fight, flight, or surrender is our best chance. We need any information you can get.”

"All right, I'll doiit. But | can't snoop just anywhere| please. | have to have been there before.”
"Yeah. Mark explained it to me. HE'swilling to, uh, eshowe you some key places.”

Sdlenatrembled—to bethat close to Mark again. Her thoughts scattered into glittering fragments of
memory. Again hislips and hands caressed her and passion unfolded like a scorching flower. And again
thepain.

"SHdena. Sdena?!

The memory exploded, leaving Selena shaken and dismayed. She could not trust hersdlf to enter Mark's
mind.

"Tdl Mark I'll try it on my own,” she said findly.
IIBlJt_II
"Onmyownornotat dl."

Sdlenaoverrode Hugh's profanity. I'll call you tomorrow at the sametimetotell you if I've discovered
anything. Out."

But of course she found nothing. Without Mark as amagnet, Earth was beyond her reach.

In the morning Shimm took Selenato the Lucentsto continue her education.

*Greetings, Sdena-entity. If you desire we will tell you of the searfruit and the Season of Becoming.e
*I'm ready,* she thought.

*Twice each Gregt Cycle,s they began, occurs the Season of Becoming. In thistime the fruit of the
[abyrinth reaches maturity; its chill luminescence sgnas ripeness. The cubs, who have been restrained by
their life unit, are released to seek out the searfruit. Thelife units and we Lucents follow the cubsinto the
[abyrinth, for their obsesson renders them vulnerable to the ravenoustorlen.e

*Thelife units guard the cubs bodies after their minds have succumbed to the searfruit; we guide their
sundered minds through the chaos of waxing awareness. When the cubs are able to integrate their minds
and bodies at anew leve of avareness they become Changedlings.

Anineffable feding of sadness which permegted the Lucents? thought prompted Selenato interrupt.
*Do dl cubs become Changelings>

The Lucents sorrow became palpable. *No. Often our guidance isinsufficient; mind and body sometimes
remain sundered until the unnourished body dies.s

*How long—.e

*The body is given every chanceto exert its affinity for the mind. Unless,e the Lucents sorrow became
agony, «the uncontrolled mind threatens the well-being of Changelings. Then the body isdain, sending the
nascent awvarenessinto final change.



Sdenarestrained her questions until the Lucents fedling of sorrow diminished.

*When will the searfruit be ready to eat?

*Two days, a most. The cubs grow uncontrollable.s

*How long will the searfruit be ripe?

*Six days. Then it bursts and new searfruit springs from the drops.e

*Will the cubs have recovered within Six days»

*Thosethat are able, yes.»

Sdenawithdrew her mind for afew moments while she came to adecision.

oIf | should eet the searfruit after the cubs have become Changelings, would you help me?

Thetone of the Lucents thought became grave. Y ou, Selena—entity, are neither cub nor Changeling.
Y our mind has a staggering power; if it should eude our guidance. ..« Although the Lucents said no more,
Selenaknew a degath sentence when she heard it.

*But you will at least try? pressed Selena.

*Wewill try. If you survive Change, perhgps you will consder aiding us.
*Of course. How?

*After—e

A piercing menta cry broke the fuson. The Lucents sprang to their feet and turned as one toward a
Changeling who was siregking across the life zone away from them. At asignal Selenadid not catch, they
moved swiftly to follow.

Shimm appeared beside Selena. Her tail snaked out and unceremoniously yanked Selena upwards.
Sdlends hands automaticaly locked upon the harness as Shimm ran with incredible speed after the
Lucents. Theland blurred and the wind tore tears from Selenas eyes. Into Selena's mind came suffering
and despair and comfort, but Shimm was not their source. Dazed by the conflicting emotions, Sdena
clung to Shimm and waited for the ride to end.

Shimm's pace finally dowed at the edge of asmall valey. When Sdends vision cleared she saw many
Changdings fanned out in two crescents. Inside the inner curve of bodies asingle Changeling lay against
the glittering rocks. When Shimm took her place with her mates, Selena began to understand. The
Changding had been horribly injured; hissilver skin was dmost hidden by the outpouring bronze blood.

Sdenalooked away from the mangled, barely living body to the nine Changelings who formed the inner
crescent. She recognized the six Lucents and surmised that the remaining three were mates of the fallen
Changeling. The intense opalescence of their eyestold Selenathat the nine werein fuson. The outer
crescent contained twenty Changelings. Each life unit wasin separate fusion; from these flowed comfort
and that mysterious hedling strength which Selena had sensed twice before.

Heding...

Sdlends eyes returned to the injured Changeling. He had stopped bleeding and some of the jagged
wounds were closing. But the hedling was not without price. Two of the Lucents were lying down, their



strength depleted. As Sdlenawatched, another Lucent dumped quietly to the ground.

Sdlenalooked back to the Changeling, burnt orange beneath the mantle of drying blood. His pain laced
through her mind as the fourth Lucent sank to the ground. An undertone of despair emanated from his
mates; they knew the hedling fusion could not endure much longer.

Selenaclosed her eyesto the scene, pulled between desire to help and fear of disrupting the hedlers. As
the Changeling's pain stabbed again through her she dipped down from Shimm to lie on the ground. Her
freed mind joined the remaining Lucents.

Agony twisted through Selenaas her mind followed the Lucentsinto the maimed Changding's awareness.
Deep, deeper, they probed his mind-brain, forcing it to hed the body, channeling the massed
Changdlings dtrength into him. Probing, stimulating, demanding, strengthening. And yet more, thereis
more. Pain lessening, still excruciating. Search; there. Strength, more strength, more, now call!

Selenaawoke to the gentle pressure of Shimm'stail on her shoulder. Her hand reached for a container of
joyjuice before she remembered where she was. She fumbled at her belt, findly extracting afew sustain
wafers. But when Sdlenatried to put them in her mouth, her exhausted body refused to obey. Shimm's
tall delicately wrapped around Selenas wrist and guided the wafers toward her mouth. After more
wafers and rest; enough strength returned so that Selena could feed hersalf. Shimm watched patiently,
quick to help if needed.

Selena propped hersalf up on one elbow and searched for the injured Changeling. He was gone, aswere
al Changdings except Shimm and her mates. Selenalonged to question Shimm, but her brain felt like it
was held together by hot wires of pain. She lay back again and within seconds was adeep.

The second time she awoke she wasinsde her tent. Through the open flap she could see Shimm, crysta
eyes unwinking as she guarded the entrance. From the angle of the sun, Sdlenajudged that it was early
morning. The question was, which morning? Her ssomach tried to tell her it had been days, but she
doubted it.

Cautioudy Selenapulled hersdlf upright, clinging to acrate asthe tent danced in giddy circles around her
aching head. When the tent resumed amore or |less stationary position, she forced her reluctant-body to
crawl over to the supply shef. After much fumbling and swearing she managed to make hersef some
joyjuice. Asthe restorative surged through her body, Selenabegan to think that esting just might be
worth the effort. A few minutes | ater, she was wholeheartedly rummeaging through the supplies, eating
food at random until she sagged againgt the shelf, too full to eat more and too tired to move.

Theday did by in adreamy river of bronze sunlight and patient Changeling eyes, the hours marked only
by theintermittent call of the com unit—an irritant which Selena's mind ignored aslong as possible.
Finally the unit transmitted an unwavering, strident buzz which pulled Sdenaout of her daze.

"All right, dl right. Get off the damn key," Sdlenamuttered as she forced her stiff musclesinto action. The
obnoxious noise stopped when she activated the unit.

"Selenahere”

"Thank God," came Hugh'sworried voice. "We thought wed lost you. Areyou al right?”
"Sure. Fine"

"Where have you been?'

llswrg'n



"Seeping! You're supposed to call every flaming night whether you're deepy or not. Dammit, Selena—"
"Shut up.”

Silence gave Selenaa chance to order her confused thoughts.

"Can you record?"

"The computer automaticaly monitors and records al communications," Hugh said curtly.

"Y esterday—I think it was yesterday—I, the Lucents..." Selena stopped and fiercely clung to her
concentration, then began again. "My morning session with the Lucents was cut short. They sireaked out
of thevdley. Shimm and | followed. We found them and twenty-three other Changelingsinasmdl valey.
One of the Changelings was a mess, he must have fdlen from the rocks. He was barely dive. The
Lucents fused with the mangled Changeling's mates. The rest formed separate fusions according to life
units. These five units poured strength or power or energy into the main fuson. And the Changeling began
to hed."

"The bleeding stopped and the wounds began to close. But it took so much energy. The Lucents began
to pass out until the main fusion was down to five—two L ucents and three mates. With that few Lucents
there wasn't enough power to sustain the healing.”

Sdlena paused, remembering the subtle despair of the three mates and her own impetuous decision to
hep.

"What happened?' said Hugh.

"I... | fused with the Lucents. It was like being dumped unsuspecting into hell. To hed, you haveto find
the part of the brain which controlsthe injured areas. The pain—" Sdlenasthroat condtricted at the
memory. "You fed the pain,”" she whispered, "as though it were your own. Y ou hear each cell scream as
it dies. The agony isariver you follow to its source, and then you dry up that source. And on to the next
river, and the next, until the agony isgone." Selenas whisper dissolved into sillence.

Hugh waited for her to continue. When she remained silent, he asked hesitantly, "Did the Changeling
live?'

"I don't know; | passed out. When | cameto, | was too weak to question Shimm. | dept again and woke
up in the tent God knows how Shimm brought me here. Today has been adream; | didn't even care
enough to answer your cdl..." Sdenas voice sank into slence once more.

"Areyou dl right, Sdena?’

"Oh, | guess 0. It's hard to concentrate. | need more deep.”

"Look, | can get aship to pick you up in afew days. Stay in the tent and rest until it arrives.”
"No. Must est searfruit. More awareness,” Selenamumbled.

"Searfruit?' Hugh's voice became persuasive, soothing. "Now you just rest, Selena. The ship will be there
soon and everything will bedl right.”

"No ship. Just deep.” Selenaswitched off the unit and dropped again into deep.



The amber light of morning found Sdena quietly deegping. Shimm'stail moved gently over Sdlenasface,
bringing her dowly into wakefulness. Selena stretched her cramped body.

"Morning, Shimm. That com unit makesalousy pillow."
Shimm'sthroat vibrated reassurance as she pushed asmall pile of mannaover to Selena
"Think | should eat, do you? Wdll, you'reright, but I'll need some joyjuice to choke that stuff down.”

Selenasat up cautioudy, but the dizziness of yesterday was gone. Soon she was drinking and egting as
though nothing had happened.

As Sdenafdt strength return she got up and walked dowly around the tent, testing her motor control.

"Everything gill ssemsto be connected,” she said to Shimm. "Now let's seeif my mind isunscrambled.”
Selenafocused her attention to send thanks to Shimm for her care. The ease and clarity of focus startled
her, as did Shimm'simmediate response.

"Well, Shimm, old girl. There€ss nothing like agood workout to toughen up the mind.”
Shimm'sthrobbing approva rippled through the tent.

Sdlenalaughed doud, pleased with the world for no particular reason. Her glance fell on the com unit and
laughter died. Hugh was going to send a ship; she would be forced to return to Paran. Forced to see
Mark and Marion and—

"Not if | canhelpit," she said doud, her hand opening the channd to Paran. Almost immediately she
heard Hugh's voice,

"Sdena, areyou dl right?'

"Yes. Asamatter of fact, | called to tell you that I've never felt better. Y ou just caught mein the recovery
gage yesterday. Thismorning I'm fairly bouncing off the wals of the tent, | have so much energy. And my
mind has never been sharper or stronger. Now will you cancel that ship?”

"| thought you'd get around to that."

"Wdl?'

"Dammit, Selena. Y ou say you'refine, but | know you'd lie seven waysfrom hell to stay with Shimm."
"Let me put it thisway, Hugh. Y ou can send the ship if you like, but Changeisabig planet.”

"Y ouwouldnt. Yes, you would."

"That isthefirg intelligent thing you've said in quite awhile. No ship?’

"No ship, if you convince methat your mind isredlly okay. For instance, what in hell is'searfruit?'

"I'll tell you, but you're not going to likeit. Just remember, there's not one thing you can do to stop me.”
An expletive was hisonly answer.

"Searfruit isthe fruit of a plant which growsin the deep caverns of Change. If eaten at the wrong time, it's
lethal. Eaten at theright time, it'sonly lethal for some."



"Sdena—"

"Shimm isgoing to bring me aripe searfruit, which I'll test with the MAU. If it won't kill me, I'll est the
fruit"

"But why?

"I'm getting to that. The cubsthat eat the searfruit—and live—become Changdings. In other words, they
move from animal awareness to a much higher awareness. How much higher, I don't know. Naturaly, |
hope that the searfruit will force my mind closer to its potentia, what ever that may be."

"What are your chances?'
"Of success?'
"Of surviving."

"If | were acub, about eighty per cent. But I'm not, so | can't say. Look, Hugh, | know it'srisky, but the
prize isworth the hazard."

"Isit?'

"Of course" Sdlenasaid. "What's bothering you? | won't eat the fruit if it's poisonous so you don't have
toworry. I'll be perfectly safe.”

"Stop licking me," he said cruddly. " Anything which can make a beast into agenius has got to be
dangerous.”

"That'smy problem.”

"It's Paran's problem. Except for Mark, you're our most vauable paran. And we need you now," he said
harshly.

At the mention of Mark, Selena became angry.
"That'stoo goddamned bad. I'll do what | please when | please and you or anyone else can't stop me.”
"Mark could stop you. All hed haveto dois—"

Sdlenadammed the switch down and sat trembling in the quiet tent Sowly her anger drained away, to be
replaced by acold certainty: when the searfruit ripened, she would est.

Chapter Seven

At midday Shimm came to take Sdlenato the L ucents. With Shimm nearby, the sadness which had crept
over Sdlenaincreased until it could no longer beignored. Gently Selena bespoke Shimm.

*What iswrong, my friend?

Shimm's answer came with difficulty. In Selenas mind grew a picture of the Lucents asthey were a the
hedling. Theinjured Changeling was on hisfeet, walking toward the one L ucent who was still conscious.
The Changding's mates surrounded him; together they appeared to thank the Lucent.

The picture narrowed to the fallen Lucents. Selena had the fedling of time passing as one by one the
L ucents recovered and ate the mannawhich an unknown Changeling brought. Finaly only one Lucent



remained down. Shimm's grief colored her vison. The Lucent would never rise.

Sdlena opened her eyes, surprised to find tears blurring her sight. Quickly she wiped them away and
moved close to comfort Shimm. Shimm keened softy for afew moments, then asked Selenato mount.
Sdlena sent Shimm a questioning thought and received a picture of a steaming cavern bright benegth the
bluelight of the searfruit.

"It'sripe" Sdena breathed through trembling lips.
Shimm again asked her to mount.

*Wait,» thought Selena. She set the com unit on record and spoke briefly. Then shereset it on repesat
broadcast to Paran, and quickly threw suppliesinto a pack. After she had gathered enough for aweek,
she turned to Shimm and thought, *Readly .»

When they arrived at the valley of the Lucents, Sdenastared in wonderment. The valey seethed with
Changdingsand their cubs. It took only amoment to tell which life units had cubs; the parent Changelings
were very thin, their bodies drawn with fatigue from controlling the obsessed minds of their cubs.

The five Lucents bespoke Sdlena before she could dismount. <At another time we will render
gppreciation for your hedling. The discovery of anatura hedler isagreat event. But now we have only
moments before the cubs must be released. Shimm will take you into the labyrinth where you may view
the Season of Becoming. Y our questions will be answered after the last cub has recovered. Beware the
wakening torlen. The fusion dissolved, leaving Selena confused and apprehensive.

At the Lucents mention of the torlen, Selenas hand automatically moved to the belt of her thermad suiit,
checking that the gun was secure. She felt Shimm tense beneath her and grabbed for the harness. The
valley appeared to explode as the cubs were released to seek the searfruit.

Shimm legped forward, flattening hersalf into a sweeping run as she followed the cubs toward the mouth
of acave. Swiftly she overtook the howling cubs. Selenarisked a glance over her shoulder and saw that
Shimm's mates, dong with the rest of the life units, were only yards behind.

The entrance to the cave was upon Selena before she thought to reach for the night lenses which hung
around her neck. She fumbled the band into position on her head, praying that Shimm wouldn't suddenly
change direction.

Onceingdethe dark passageway, even the lenses gave Sdenalittle visbility. The sounds of hurried feet
and heavy breathing bounced and reverberated off the cold stone walls until Selenafelt asthough she
were being shaken insde abox. As Shimm continued ever deeper into the earth, the sounds of pursuit
subsided. At first Selenathought that Shimm had outdistanced the other life units, but then sheredlized
that the Changelings were stationing themselves along the passageway to sec that the cubs cameto no
harm. Soon only Shimm's running feet echoed through the darkness, and the sound of her rhythmic
breathing expanded in the emptiness.

The blackness began to dissolveinto glacia blue as Shimm ran toward an unknown destination. Soon
Selenawas able to see the jagged edges of the tunnel, the wet brown rocks like decayed teeth in a
waiting mouth. Without warning Shimm catapulted into ahuge cavern which pulsed benesth the ghastly
blue light of the mature searfruit. She legped asteaming pond, not dackening her pace until shereached a
dark acove away from the shimmering bulbous growths.

Sdenasat quietly as Shimm's sdes rose and fell benegth her legs. Loud, broken howling issued from the
tunnel asthe cubs neared consummation of their obsession; a surging, cacophonous wave of flesh broke



over thedlent cavern.

The cries of the cubs ended asthey filled their mouths with phosphorescent bulbs. The silence was
short-lived; the Lucents entered the cavern, bringing with them sharp warning of thetorlen.

Shimm trembled with ahorrible eagerness; her blood lust washed over Sdlena, leaving her weak and
nauseated. Hadtily she did down.

Dark, winged shapes flew into the cavern, pursued by the Changelings who had been guarding the cubs.
Oblivious, the cubs continued to feed until convulsions overcame them as the searfruit began itswork.

Thetorlen, caled from their skitter hunting by the piercing cries of the cubs, swarmed ravenoudy over a
convulsed cub. Ingtantly the Changelings defended the cub, tailslashing like whips asthey sought to
pierce the leathery skin of the torlen with poison darts. The coughing, wailing bettle cry of the
Changdings echoed and reechoed in the stleamy cavern; their killing lust filled Sdena's mind until she sank
retching to therocky floor.

Sdenafought to control hersdf asthe sight of the transformed Changelings overcame her again. She
closed her eyes, but the vision of Shimm, cobalt eyes glittering as she dashed and whirled in an ecstasy of
daughter, burned unquenchably in Sdenas mind.

The cries of the Changelings rose to a shriek. Selenalooked up. The torlen had reached two cubs and
were swiftly stripping the defense ess flesh from their bodies. The cubs blood flowed purplein the gdid
light. Sdlena shouted futilely as she freed her gun and shot into a swirling mass of torlen. Strange joy
shook her asfour torlen dropped flailing to the cavern floor. Selenas voice climbed to a scream asthe
flock dove again at the bleeding cubs. She turned the power to full and jammed the firing stud down.
Torlenfdl like black rain, their shrill whistles mingling eerily with Selenals echoing scream.

Intime, silence returned to the cavern, broken only by an occasiona whine from the cubs. Selenalay
across Shimm's pawss, exhausted by the emotions which had raged through her unprepared mind. Severd
life unitswerein fusion asthey healed the minor lacerations of their mates. Four of the Lucents were dso
infuson asthey guided the cubsinto awareness; the fifth Lucent dept until it wastimeto relieve one of
his peers. The two injured cubs were watched anxioudy by their parents—no heding could be done
while Lucents were totally occupied with the cubs minds. Severd Changelings moved dowly acrossthe
cavern, gathering dead torlen. Selenawatched listlessy as the mangled carcasses were placed in searfruit
grottoes to provide nourishment for next season'sfruit.

Sdena struggled through anacreous blue nightmare into wakefulness. Shimm'stail stroked soothingly
over her arm, but Selena's eyestold her the nightmare had not ended; the cubs il lay scattered over the
cavern and the water vapors were heavy with the smell of death.

Reluctantly Selenagot to her feet and rummaged through her pack until she found the MAU. It was till
intact. Satisfied, Selenaworked her way across the cavern, detouring around the viscous puddles which
marked the death of atorlen, until she reached a searfruit grotto. Mogt of the ripe searfruit had burst,
leaving fading phosphorescent blotches on the dark rock. Selena picked the few ripe fruit that were left
and moved on to the next grotto. No fruit remained. Selena examined the growth more closdly; there was
fruit, but it gave off littlelight. She picked one of the immature bulbs and placed it with the othersin her

pack.

After harvesting along one side of the cavern, she returned to Shimm and began to test the fruit. Each ripe
searfruit registered identically on the scale: consuming more than .005% of her body weight in searfruit
would be lethal. Selena eyed the small fruit and decided that, conservatively, she could eat one or two,
perhaps even three, without killing herself. She tested the immature searfruit. The MAU responded with a



short, blunt reading: Lethal. Carefully Selenatucked the deadly bulb into a separate pouch.

A mournful ululation rose from the parents guarding one of the injured cubs. Selenashoved theripe
searfruit into her pack and hurried over to the Changdlings. Their cub lay in the complete stillness of
death. Selenaglanced at the other cub and was rdlieved to see hisflanks moving dowly. When she
turned back to the dead cub, she saw him being dragged across the cavern toward alarge grotto. Her
stomach lurched as she realized that the Changelings fed even their own to the searfruit.

Disgust rosein her as she watched the cub's parents push him into the luminescent grotto. The
Changdlings tailslashed the grotto walls, limning the lifdlessform in achill blue blaze of shattered
searfruit.

Asthe phosphorescence died, the Changelings voiceless sorrow |eft Selena shuddering and ashamed of
her former disgust. The silent chant faded from her mind, only to be replaced by the audible mourning of
the parents. Their keening climbed beyond endurance, yet Selena's mind resonated with grief and degth.
Abruptly the threnody ceased. Selena pressed her hands to her head, mind regling under the impact of
Slence.

She turned and stumbled back to Shimm.

The hours and days passed dowly in the blue light of the cavern. One by one the cubs recovered and | eft
the [abyrinth with their parents, until only the injured cub lay upon the damp rocky floor. Selenacould see
that he was very weak, his breathing ragged. At asigna from the Lucents his parents entered into fusion.
Once again Sdenafdt the pulang strength flow from the fusion, but there were no visible sgns of heding.
At last the cub's breathing became more regular. Selena unclenched her hands. The Lucents were
controlling the cub's respiration; he would have more time to integrate his mind and body.

But the fusion could not continue without pause. Selenaknew that the Changelings would have to rest
and the cub's life would once more be endangered. She went to her pack and lifted out the canteen.
Quickly shefilled the tough, flexible bag from the steaming lake. She emptied severd packets of joyjuice
powder into the canteen. If mannawas good for her, Bi-Res should be good for the cub. In any case, the
cub was too week to esat and would soon die without nourishment.

The neck of the canteen was narrow and elongated, ending in asmall, round tube. Selenadid the tube
into the cub's mouth.

She watched in increasing frudtration asthe liquid trickled out the corner of the cub's mouth. If only he
could be made to swallow. Fiercely Selena demanded the L ucents attention. When she fdt their minds,
she was explained what she wanted them to do. With their assent Selenaknelt by the cub and grasped
the canteen. At asignd from the L ucents she squeezed the bag firmly and watched anxioudy asthefluid
gushed into the cub's throat. The cub swallowed convulsively. Selena squeezed again. Again the cub
swalowed.

When the bag was empty Selena sat and awaited results. The Changelings rested and watched curioudly.
The cub's breathing seemed alittle more even, but Selena could not be sure. At least the restorative had
done no obvious harm. She watched the cub for afew more minutes before deciding to risk another dose
of joyjuice.

When the canteen was ready, Selena asked the Lucents for help. Once again they controlled the cub,

forcing his musclesto respond to their directions. The second bag of restorative flowed smoothly down
the cub'sthroat. The Lucents released their control and watched with Selenafor some response from the

cub'sbody.



After afew minutes Sdenasmiled in triumph: the cub'sflank rose and fell with increasing regularity. The
joyjuice had helped to give him strength, but was it enough? The Lucents went into fusion while the other
Changelings rested. Selena settled herself more comfortably and opened her mind, trying to discover just
what the Lucents did to help the cub into awvareness. But her tired mind could not follow therising spira
of the Lucents fusion.

Sdlenareturned to the corner of the cavern that had been home for the last few days and lay on the rock
floor, her head resting on the pack.

A feding of excitement woke Selena. The Changelings were gathered around the injured cub; ahedling
had begun. Within ashort time the barrier of Changelings parted, allowing Sdenato seetherisen cub. He
was still weak, but hewould live.

Hurriedly Selenafilled her pack. With the last cub transformed into a Changeling it wastimeto leave the
cavern to the steam and searfruit. Selenalooked for the last time at the dark walls of the chamber. The
searfruit vines, stripped of fruit, were once again lambent strings clinging to the damp rock. An occasiona
cobat glow marked the place of late-ripening searfruit.

Shimm nudged Sdleng; it wastimeto go. Selenafastened Shimm's harnessin place and mounted for the
long rideinto light.

Once on the surface the Lucents told Selena that they were willing to begin her education at once.
*Thefruit will last for afew daysyet, Lucents. After we have all rested, | will egt.
*Asyou wish, Sdena-entity. Wewill cometo your dwelling with tomorrow's sun.

Shimm swiftly returned Selenato her camp. Even before she entered the tent, Selena could hear the
walling of the com unit. With asigh she left Shimm to her mates and went to face Hugh's wrath.

"Selenahere”
"It'sabout time."
"l explained everything in the message. Y ou've no complaints coming.”

Hugh was silent for amoment. Then, "It was very kind of you to leave amessage, Selena. Y ou've no
ideahow it eased our minds. Were aso happy that you've dropped the idiotic idea of taking the searfruit
yourself."

"Who said | wasn't going to take the searfruit?’

"Y ou mean that's what you've been doing for the last four days?"

"Of course not,” Selena snapped. 'I've been watching the cubs. They took it and became Changelings.”
"All of them?'

"No."

"And how many did the searfruit kill ?*

"Just one. And it wasn't redlly the searfruit. The torlen injured him too badly; his body lacked the strength
to hold hismind."



"Selena, won't you... couldn't you be reasonable and wait until the labs have had a chance to work on
the searfruit? Then you could take whatever chemicd is responsible for the change without the risk of
desth or insanity.”

"No, for two reasons. Firg, the searfruit is only ripe twice each Great Cycle. | don't know how long I'd
have to wait for the next season, but it could be years. Second, I've afedling that the chemical which
induces awareness—even if you managed to isolate it before | lost patience—would still cause death or
insanity.”

"Let meget it draight. Y ou mean that the only timeit is even moderately safeto et thisfruitisduring a
certain time of the year, so you can't wait even afew weeks?'

Sdlenathought of the cavern and the tardy searfruit. It would probably not all ripen for afew weeks. She
could wait and—"No, | can't wait. It hasto be done now."

Hugh finally abandoned patience and began swearing in a clear, cool monotone. Selenawas reaching for
the cut-off switch when she heard Mark's voice teling Hugh to leave. She wanted to shut off the
machine, but her hand betrayed her.

"Sdeng, thisisMark."

Selenacould only stare at the unit, her mouth too dry to speak, afraid that her voice would betray her as
had her hand.

"I know you don't want to talk to me, Sdlena. Just listen and say 'yes when I'm finished. I'm not going to
giveyou along list of reasonswhy you shouldn't et the searfruit. Y ou know the reasons better than |,
and you haven't told Hugh more than a part of the truth. For another, |I—" Belatedly, Selenas hand
followed her command. Quiet came to the tent, but not to Selenas mind. Asthough her hand had never
moved Mark's voice continued in her mind.

*But you can't reach me. Y ou've never been to Change.» Mark's reply was gentle and tinged with
laughter. «Selena, darling Golden Eyes. Many possibilities exist that you've never dreamed of. Y ou don't
have to risk death to extend your knowledge. Come to me; we have so much to learn and share and
enjoy.e

Sdlenawanted to cry, Yes, but it was strangled by old fear and recent hurt. She tried to shut out Mark,
to hurl him from her mind, but he was by far the stronger. When sheredlized his sirength, she fought like
acornered anima, tearing, rending, destroying even hersdf in afrenzied attempt to escape. Suddenly she
was alone with only the ghost of Mark's last words to disturb her: «Again I've been stupid, Selena. |
thought it was rgection you feared, but it'slove.s Rich with anger and sorrow, hiswords echoed through
the frightened pathways of her mind.

Sdlena awoke an hour before dawn. She busied hersalf mixing the joyjuice she would need, laying out
sustain wafers, and caming her mind. In her last task, she was not entirely successful; she ached to
contact Mark, but feared it even more.

Dawn brought the Lucentsto Selenastent.

*Sdena-entity, we fed your unease.» Their quiet statement waited patiently at the fringes of Selends
embattled mind.

Sdlenaleft the tent and entered the circle of blazing eyes. On the ground were four ripe searfruit.

*May we assume that you have decided to et the searfruit™



*Yese

Shimm and her mates appeared at the mouth of the valley, closdy followed by another life unit. All were
carrying manna

*Thelife unitshave arrived; it begins. Sdena-entity, we suggest that yon eet the fruit dowly. After you
have consumed an amount sufficient to cause convulsons, you will fed great physica pain. The pain will
be of short duration; the agony of the mind soon overshadows all else. Do not struggle; seek to bethe
agony rather than fed it, for in becoming agony you shall no longer beits subject. Seek not to retain your
mind, your identity, for that shal only ensure insanity. When your mind has attained freedom we doubt
that we will be able to guide you aswe did the cubs. Y our voyage will be made done, in asolitude that
we are unable ether to aleviate or comprehend. In thislies both your danger and your greginess.e

*If you Hill desirethe searfruit?
oY es.e

Selena placed the container of joyjuice to one side and told the L ucents she would require it upon
awakening. She tested the searfruit. It registered as before: barely safe.

Sdlenasat down and lifted asearfruit to her lips. Carefully she bit off the tapered top of the fruit. A sweet
yet bitter taste covered her tongue as she chewed the resilient outer skin. The remaining skin was acup
from which she drank the viscous pae liquid insde. When the liquid was gone, she ate the shell and
waited for pain.

*More.e

Sdlena consumed a second searfruit, then dumped to the ground as a huge tiredness turned her muscles
to sand. Shimm'slife unit surrounded her, rolling her body until it wasfirmly held by their rope-liketails.
Gently the Lucentsfiltered into her mind.

"Pain was suddenly an enraged animal insde her, clawing out strangely distant screams. She must release
it, she must turn— But pain was only the mewling infant of an agony which seared her mind like sheet
lightning, burning fresh passageway's, severing former certainties, aflaming chaosin which only agony had
identity, only agony itsalf could survive.

Sdlends scream for Mark rose until it too became agony and in agony was unity and in unity relesse.
"She'sgone”

Mark'swords lingered in the quiet room until Hugh's harsh question scattered them into the night. "What
do you mean, 'gone? If you've let her die, I'll—"

.."That isenough, Hugh," said Dr. Han. He turned to Mark. "What, exactly, has happened to Sedlena?'

Mark's eyes closed as he recalled the scene on Change, " There were thirteen Changelings present when
Sdena ate the fruit. Four of them restrained her through the convulsions, so | don't think her body
suffered extensve damage.”

Leadrew her breath in sharply, but Mark continued his description in an emotionlessvoice.

"The convulsionslasted only afew minutes, dthough it must have seemed longer to her. Yet the
convulsonswere a caress compared to what the fruit did to her mind." Mark stopped, his face reflecting
vicarious agony.



"Goon," prompted Dr. Han.

Mark rested his head againgt the top of the chair and stared with unfocused eyes at the celling.
"The searfruit catapulted Selena's unprepared mind into at least Sixth level awareness.”

"What does that mean?' said Lea.

"Very little, Lea, except to someone who's been there,” said Mark quietly. "But I'll try to explain it to you.
We postulate many possible levels of awareness, ranging from that of a stoneto that of the most
developed mind we can extrgpolate. Roughly the scdeis: inanimate matter, zero levd; plants, first leve;
animds, second leve; norma man, third level; paran, fourth leve."

"What about the others?'

"At thefifth level, a person has smultaneous avareness of dl sentient lifein the universe” Mark
forestalled Hugh's protest. "No, not an encyclopedic knowledge of al sentient life, merely an awareness,
afeding, arapport, a..." Mark shrugged. "Y ou'll just have to accept my words. It isaqudlitative, not a
quantitative, experience. Each person who has experienced the fifth level describes it somewhat
differently, but the essence remains unchanged.”

"The sixth level—what about it?' said Hugh.

"At that level your awvareness includes nonsentient and nonliving matter. The rapport extends to the most
minute particle of matter or energy, aswell asto al lower levels of awareness. Again, the experienceis
quditative. Y et enough remainsthat you are... changed.”

Dr. Haninterrupted. " It isMark's attainment of the sixth level that permits him to project his awarenessto
places he has never visited physicdly if acompatible mind receiveshim.”

"And the seventh level?* whispered Lea.

The linesaround Mark's mouth degpened and he spoke dowly. "At the seventh level you are no longer
merely aware of each component of the universe, you are the components. Y ou are the nutrino and the
galaxy, the dead and the living, the dark and the light. For one timelessinstant you Are.

"And if you are very lucky, you return till sane. The eighth?* Mark shrugged. "Perhaps two sevensin
rapport could tell you. | cant.”

"Yourecrazy," said Hugh quietly. "Dr. Han, tdl him he'scrazy.”
Dr. Han polished his glassesin silence. With adeep sigh he replaced them and turned to Hugh.

"Y ou are an excellent psychologist, Hugh but neither your science nor your emotions are equipped to
understand Mark. What he has told you tonight is the truth insofar as he and afew other parans have
experienced it."

"But why weren't we told?'
A suggestion of asmile gppeared around Dr. Han's lips, then vanished.
"Y ou have been told, Hugh," he said softly.

llBut_ll



"Exactly,” said Dr. Han. "Y our first reaction was that Mark wasinsane. And right now, you are thinking
that if heisnot insane, heis either to be worshipped as agod, or to be destroyed as adevil. Being
civilized, aman of science, you will of course suppress your reactions as unworthy. And in the future you
will endeavor to avoid Mark, because he represents a possbility which you can neither comprehend nor
atain." Hugh's patent discomfort was al the answer Dr. Han required.

"Now, perhaps you are able to understand why the abilities of parans such as Mark—while not kept
secret—are not the topic of luncheon conversation among the rest of us.”

Hugh brought his eyes up from the floor and turned to face Mark. "I'm sorry, Mark. I—"
"I'm sorry, too."
Mark sank deeper into the chair and suddenly Hugh redlized that Mark was very human, and very aone.

"But that's unimportant now," said Mark. "It's Sdenawho isin trouble—and the colony. We have many
parans, but few who are both highly talented and stable.”

Mark raised his eyebrows and looked at Dr. Han, who nodded.

"Thisisyour night to learn unpleasant truths" said Mark with asardonic smile. "In any case you would
have been told at tomorrow's meeting. Paran is under attack.”

"Under attack?' said Lea. "But who, | mean how, | mean—"
"Who, isDominic Tien," said Hugh, looking toward Mark for confirmation.

Mark nodded. "Asfor how—Tien has suspected Paran's existence for years. | stayed on Earth to make
sure that suspicion didn't become certainty. Obvioudy | failed.”

"Nonsense, Mark. A secret the extent of Project Paran cannot be concealed indefinitely,” said Dr. Han.
"By your own caculations Paran's existence would have been discovered five years ago if someonedid
not deliberately misdirect the search. I, for one, am grateful for the five years which your stay on Earth
secured for Paran.”

"The point isthat Paran isno longer asecret,” said Mark bluntly. "For the past Six years, Tien has been
sentencing his own agents to desth as parans. Naturally, we did not know who was legitimate and who
was not. We just rescued people and hoped for the best."”

"But if Tien didn't know for sure—" began Lea.

"Hedidn't care," said Mark. "He's not one to quibble over the possible death of loya agents. If they
escaped to amysterious colony, fine. If not,” Mark shrugged, better luck next life."

There was a pause while Mark dragged the last of hismind away from Selena. Then, "Before | |eft Earth,
| compiled alist of probable agents. We're watching them closely. But the list covered only the last three
years. Besides, Tienisamadter of palitica intrigue. Thereisa probability that he either has severa secret
files, or that he never putsthe most important plans and namesinto any sort of permanent
record—however secret.” Mark rubbed hisforehead. "In other words, only Dominic Tien knowsfor
surewhat'sin thefile, and he'snot telling.”

Without looking up, Mark said, "All right, Hugh. AsK your question.”
"I... ah," Hugh cleared histhroat and tried again. "Couldn't you just sort of read his mind?*



Mark smiled crookedly. "Parans are just like anyone else, Hugh; we have our limitations—and ethics. I'm
no philosopher, so I'm unable to debate the virtue of raping aman's mind on the off chanceit might prove
vauableto the colony. Frankly, if | thought | could; | would. But 'reading' amind isn't like reading a
book. The book is passive, has no defenses, and is generally designed to be read. Man's mind is not
passive, has many defenses, and is ahodgepodge of thetrivid and the essentid. Evenif Tien were

pass ve—drugged—he would sill have some defenses against mindsearch. And if | breached those
defenses without irreparably damaging the mind | hope to make use of, there would till be the problem
of rummaging around, hoping to find useful information. And | do mean hoping; without his cooperation
I'd be damned lucky to discover one useful fact. Or, instead of purposeful search, | could smply become
‘aware of Tien'smind, and then spend a considerabletime asadud persondity until my knowledge
integrated. And there's dways the chance that the two minds can't be integrated.”

"Have you ever become 'aware' of another mind?' said Hugh.
"Partidly. It was part of my training.”
"Thenyou coulddoit.”

Themind | used was both cooperative and compatible. Tienisneither.” Mark looked searchingly at
Hugh. "I'm not amiracle man, or amobile bag of tricks. If the colony isto survive, it will haveto fight for
lifelike any other living organism. And in such afight, Sdena—and the Changelings— would be very
welcome.”

"Isthat why you didn't stop her," said Lea, with an anger that cut deeply because it was so unusua for
her, "so you could use her all over again? Theleast you can do is help her now. She needsyou.”

Mark's eyes glittered as coldly as green stones under moonlight, but his reply was controlled. "I could
have stopped her—by bending her mind until it broke. | wouldn't do that to Tien, much lessto awoman
|— Help her now? Y ou don't understand, Lea. Selenais gone; alone; unreachable. Only her genes and
endurance can help her. But if she does want to come back, shewill.”

"Why wouldn't she want to come back?' said Hugh. "I heard part of what you told her. She knows that
you—"

"She'safraid of me" said Mark savagely.
Slence

"Perhaps,”" said Dr. Han findly, "we had better concentrate on those parts of our present problem which
are amenableto control. Hugh, | want your opinion asto how the people of the colony would react if
one, the colony engaged in full scale war with Earth, or two, Tien launched guerrilla-psychological
warfare againg the colony, or three, the Rynlon fight against Earth forces, or four, any combination of the
foregoing. Bring your answers—however tentative—to the meeting tomorrow."

“Tomorrow?"

"Yes. And keep quiet about what you've learned tonight.”
Hugh nodded. "Come on, Lea. Asof now you're my assstant.”
Dr. Han turned to Mark, who was again staring at the ceiling.

"I believe you spent the day cal culating the probabilitiesfor the colony's survival under the conditions|
outlined to Hugh. What conclusons did you reach?’



"Lots of them. None good. | wish to hell we knew more.” Mark stiraightened in the chair. "On the basis
of the information we have, the colony is dead. If Tien conducts a conventiona war, we can't last a
week. But conventional war has less than ten per cent probability. Tien has enough trouble consolidating
his position on 'Earth without lifting loya soldiersto Paran except asalast resort. Besides, hismind runs
to subtlety; G.P. warfareismore hisgame.”

"And our chances?"

"I'll know more after Hugh gives hisopinion, but I'm afraid helll just confirm what we both know: this
colony will shatter into factions at the least pressure. Y ou saw Hugh tonight; most normalsjust cantt
accept parans without alot of work on both sides. It could be Earth al over again. All Tien would have
to do is promise afree ride home in exchange for turncoats and we'd be killed in the slampede to the
spaceport. And who blames them? They were shanghaied here. Sureit saved their lives, but that's not
worth shit againgt aticket to Earth.”

"How long could we endure?’

"Anywhere from sx daysto forever. Depends on what you mean by endure. The origina Project called
for the colony to be a safe place for paranormals to devel op until such time as the government ousted
Tien and hisfilthy prejudices. Then we were al supposed to be reabsorbed into Earth's culture. It never
occurred to those fatheads that Tien might win. So we're screwed. To beat Tien we need people loyal to
Paran. But if we somehow manage to transfer the colony's loyalty to Paran, the Project is dead: Earth
would still be closed, paranorma talents still stifled. We'd save our skins, but only by deepening the
chasm between parans and normals. We'd become in fact, aswell asin Tien's propaganda, aliens. Heads
welosg, talshewins™

"We must hold the colony," said Dr. Han. "When that is accomplished, we shall debate the problem of
Earth. Under what conditionsisit most probable that we will survive?'

"Asacolony, werelucky to be dive now. Asgroupsin hiding, living off the land, we could last
indefinitely. Tien doesn't have the materid to incinerate the planet.”

"Thereis one source of help that you have not mentioned.”

"Yes" said Mark. "The Rynlon. They're our last resort. If necessary, they can lift us off Paran and dump
us on another planet. Then we could wait for someone to steal another space-com unit, report to Earth,
and begin the whole cycle again. Goddammit, Han. There just aren't enough good parans here. We've
got to return to Earth and teach, or what we've learned about the mind will die with us. When | think of
thelatent ps talents of most so-called normals, | could amost enjoy bresking Tien'smind.”

Dr. Han adjusted his glasses beneath Mark's glare, then said softly, "Tien's death would accomplish very
little. His power stems from the supine, superstitious masses of Earth.”

"Exactly," said Mark wearily. "And how can we teach theignorant and afraid if we are quarantined on
Paran? Even on Earth, the job would be dmost impossible. Mind training requires time and cooperation.”

There was along silence while Mark brooded over the talented children of Earth. Finaly Dr. Han cleared
histhroat. "Mark, | fed you should know that I've dispatched aship to Change. It will arrivein
approximately ten days."

Thelines of Mark's face hardened until it seemed he wore amask of wood.

"If Sdenawishes" continued Dr. Han, "we will return her to Paran. If not, we will collect samples of the



searfruit for analyss”

"Don't give methat 'if shewishes crap. We both know that in ten days shelll probably be dead or totaly
insane. Y ou don't give adamn about her, you just want to get your meddling hands on the searfruit.”

"Asyou pointed out, mind training isalengthy process. It is possible that searfruit would shorten that time
consderably. That possibility must be explored.”

Mark made no reply, thinking only of the clear golden eyeswhich might be logt irretrievably inthe
seventh level of awareness.

Chapter Eight

At first the blacknesswas familiar, an old friend whose depths had been fathomed, whose boundaries
had been ascertained. But the ebony intensified until even memory of light receded and the former dark
seemed as grey. And yet deeper it became and blacker and Selena's mind twisted upward. Where was
light? No. What was light? Ah, yes. What was. ..

The spird collapsed, leaving Selena's mind without support, but with awareness increased. Fear not
blacknesswhen it isbut onesdlf. A different sdf, seedling with infinite yet discrete sentience, compilation
of awarenesses, but not plura because sdif issingular obsidian and obsidianisdl.

But not al, no, never al. All must have its opposite or it becomes nothing-at-all and being nothing cannot
beall. And what of al-darkness whispered awareness, haunted by remembrance (s) of not-darkness
long before. Where is the not-darkness that makes al-darkness exist? Awareness pondered, spread
itself, searched itsdlf for its other salf. And one singular note of awareness screamed for identity, for
otherness unwashed by theirresistible tide of massed sentience.

"Mark, it'sbeen two days. IsSdlena... haveyou..." Leawaited, her black eyes pleading for help.

"Her body lives. Her awareness, if not her identity, probably also lives." The green of hiseyeswas
heightened by the black marks of fatigue surrounding them. "Isthat why you woke me up?'

"Yes. No. I'm sorry. Dr. Han sent me—theré'sameeting now in his office.”

"Another? What happened while | dept?”

"I don't know. Maybe a ship has been spotted, or more propaganda, or murder, or—"

"Lea, you should get somedeep,” Mark said gently.

"Hugh needs me. He—"

"He'd tell you to see Dr. Johnson.”

A look of rare stubbornness hardened the gentle lines of Ledsface.

"In my new capacity as Controller,” said Mark, "1 order you to go to Dr. Johnson immediately.”

Led's ssubbornness flickered, then dissolved in streams of tears. He hald her until her sobs became far
apart, then ceased.

Mark tilted her chin upward until he could see her dark eyes and smiled gently. "Fed like you can deep
now?'



Leanodded. "Y ou wont tell Hugh?"

"Won't tell himwhat?" teased Mark. "That | held hiswoman?’

A smile hovered over Ledslips, then settled into its natura place.

"That's better,” said Mark, smiling in return.

"I don't think I'll need Dr. Johnson," she said. "By the time he gets out of the meeting, I'll be adeep.”

Mark looked at her closdly; the shadow of hysteria had passed from her eyes. She would deep without
drugs.

When Mark reached Dr. Han's office his ears were assaulted by loud arguments. He looked at Dr. Han
quizzicdly. Dr. Han shook his head dightly and motioned for Mark to St down. Mark found an empty
chair and glanced around the room, catal oging the occupants and their opinions.

First, though by no meansthe loudest, was Al Martinez, copilot of the Earth rescue shipsand aman
dedicated to the exploration of space. Mark listened to his penetrating, yet pleasant voice.

"... damnyou al, it'd be murder not to evacuate some of these people, especidly the children. So we
might end up transporting some agents to another planet. Hell'sfire! If we don't evacuate, the colony will
be wiped out and Earthmen will never ride out to the stars. Look, Stan talked with Rhanett and some of
the other Rynlon, and they agreed that evacuation isthe only sensble plan. Herés how well doit..."

Mark knew most of the plan, and could guess the rest. His attention shifted to Shandara Jorgenson, who
had just returned from an exploration with the Rynlon. She was one of the few paranswho could lay
clamtothetitle Sengtive: she could sensethe existence of any sentient life, and often could give an
accurate assessment of itsemotional state. For amoment Mark toyed with theidea of lining up the
colonists one by one and having Shandara ferret out Tien's agents. Then he laughed at his pleasant
daydream: Shandarawas indeed talented, but even she could not say whether a person was hostile
because he was an agent, or because he resented even amild form of mindsearch.

Stll laughing silently, Mark listened to her words.

"... must choose between what are presently conflicting gods: contact-communication with intelligent
dienlifeforms, and training and development of paranormal talents on Earth. Asthelatter isimpossible
under Tien'srule, we should concentrate on the former.”

"But Dara," said her husband, "there aren't enough of usto do any rea work. We need the talents of
Earth to explore and understand the life forms we meet.”

Daraturned to him, her dusky face flushed with excitement. " Sven, there's dways the chance of
discovering other talented lifeforms. It's at least as good a chance as working successfully with Earth
under Tien'srule”

"And if we do find atdented, cooperative life form, what of Earth?"
"Earth will obtain her just karma—stagnation.”

"You can't mean that," said Sven. "What we are and will be we oweto Earth. It would be monstrous to
leave her children in darkness. Surely Tien could be persuaded—"

Mark shook his head and exhded his breath dowly, letting the arguments whirl soundlesdy around his



head. The colony had three choices: run, fight, or give up. And the choice had better be made soon. He
stood and walked to the center of the room, leaving silence in hiswake.

"Unfortunately, Tien won't wait until we talk ourselvesto death. When | |eft Earth, the World
Government had four ships ready for test runs. The ships were to have been used— secretly—by Earth
in exploring our sector of space. We must assume that Tien now has the ships and will use them against
the colony.”

Hugh looked a him strangdly. "Did Leatell you why this meeting was caled?’
"No."

"One of Tien'sshipswill be hereintwo days, if we can beieve his broadcag.”
"And then?'

"Supposedly, Tien will trangport al defecting colonists back to Earth. Anyone not waiting at the
spaceport will bekilled.”

"Pure bull. One ship couldn't carry dl the agents, much less defectors. And Tien couldn't kill the rest
unless we were stupid enough to Stay at the colony. But he could certainly raze the spaceport.”

Hugh laughed humorlesdy. "Y eah, but try telling that to abunch of stupid, homesick—"
"Wehavetotry."

"Weare," sad Dr. Han. "But human beingswill believe that which ismost gppeding to their needs. | fear
that our point of view is unheeded by many colonigts.”

"How many?' said Mark.

Dr. Han looked toward Hugh, who shrugged. "Maybe four hundred, maybe five, maybe more.”
"What would happen if we closed off the spaceport?’ said Mark.

"Wed have a leadt five hundred enemies”

"Just what we need," Mark said.

"Y ou mean you're going to let them line up at the spaceport like sheegp?' said Martinez. "Y ou can be
goddamned sure that Tienisn't going to land his precious ship here.”

"Weknow that, Al," said Mark softly. "The point is, what are we going to do with five hundred actively
hostile colonigts?’

"Evacuate them with therest of us."

"It will take at least two months for the Rynlon to take every last person off Paran. That'swhat your plan
cdlsfor, isntit?'

Martinez nodded.

"There are three Rynlon shipsin orbit around Paran now," said Mark. "If we started loading in an hour,
and broke every safety rule, three hundred colonists could lift off for Rynlonne within thirty hours. That
leaves approximately twenty-two hundred people on Paran, agood part of them eager to dit our



throats."
Martinez was slent; he could subtract aswell as anyone in the room.

"But," said Mark, "WEell evacuate as many colonists as possible. The shipswill land tonight. Dr. Johnson,
| want you to go through your medicd files. The old, theill, and the very young have thefirst clam. If
there are less than three hundred who fit that description, or if there are less than three hundred ho are
willing to go, contact meimmediately. If there are more, I'm afraid you'll have to play God."

Dr. Johnson nodded and prepared to leave.

"Don't go yet. Youd better hear therest of the plan,” said Mark. "By the time we |leave thisroom, the
computer will bejamming al communication frequencies. They will remain jammed until the colony is

"But how will we organize the people?’ sad Martinez.

"That's your problem. Asof now you arein charge of evacuation for the colony." Mark smiled. "It'snot
that bad, Al. The computer was programmed to set up ashell of interference, with the colony at center.
Within the shell, com devices will operate. All the shell doesis makeit impossiblefor any agentsto dert
Tien'sship to what isgoing onin the colony.”

"What's to prevent someone from dipping outside the colony?" .

"Theshdl islethd," said Dr. Han. "Without a disc—and none will be made—nothing living can pass
through it. When the colonists are ready to leave, the barrier will be dropped. After we have left, it will
gointo force again."

"Y ou mean we're dl going out of the colony?' said Sven.
"What about the people who want to go to Earth?"

"Of course were going to abandon the colony,” said Martinez. "It's every bit as good atarget asthe
Spaceport.”

"One fuson bomb would do the job nicely—or Tien might want the buildingsintact for his own purposes.
After dl,” Mark laughed, "he wouldn't be thefirst politician to need an escape haich. But so long asthe
computer exists, the physica plant of the colony will remain intact and ungpproachable.”

"What if we want to get back in?' said Dara. "' Surely some - provison—"

"None. We want no one to run back to the colony. And asfor the people who want to return to Earth,
Hugh and | will copewith them. Any questions?*

No one admitted to any.

"Al, I want you and Hugh to stay with me and hash out the evacuation. The rest of you keep in touch with
Dr. Han. When we have aplan, well need you."

Mark waited until everyone else had |ft the room before turning to the two men.

"Youfird, Al. For the last month the Chemica Complex has been turning out only emergency items.
al-weather camouflage clothing, knives, deeping bags, medkits, canteens emergency retions, etc. By
tomorrow afternoon each colonist will get his gear through the supply tubes. Y our job isto divide the
colonigtsinto groups of twelve, and choose leaders and points of exit from the colony. Y ou'l brief the



leaders, give them each anerve rod and map, and a special com deviceto beworn at al times.”

Mark walked over to Dr. Han's desk, opened a drawer, and picked up something which looked like a
wrist compass.

"Thisisthe com device. The groups should be scattered dl over the continent by the end of the month
and the Rynlon would have ahdl of atimefinding them. That'swhat the com unitsarefor. A Rynlon
cargo shuttle will fly over asegment of the continent and drop caller units about every twenty miles. If the
leader of agroup iswithin ten miles of the cdler, hiswrist device will show two points of light—blue for
the group location and red for the caller. Using the lights, the group should be able to find the caller. After
the group reachesthe cdler, the leader reversesthe unit'ssignal and it callsthe shuttle.™

"Soundsdl right, but—" began Al.

"Thereare holes," said Mark. "I know, but it's the best we could do. If you and the people you choose
asleaders can close some of the holes, do it. But any plan you findly use hasto be based on the
capabilities of the cadller and the wrist device. They'redl we have."

Martinez nodded glumly. "And what about the groups? What if some of the people I've assgned to a
group want to go to the spaceport instead?"

"L et them. The computer figured that Six to twelve people would comprise an optimum number for group
survivd. If morethan six leave, scatter the remainder into other groups which have lost people.”

When Martinez |eft, Mark turned to Hugh. "Y ou're the psychol ogist—wheat are we going to do with the
people who believe Tien's propaganda?’

"I'd like to escort them to the spaceport, wave goodbye, and run like hell.”

Mark smiled. "1'd thought of the same thing. But some of them are just trying to get back to people they
love"

"Yeah, | know. About the only thing we can do istrick them into believing that they'll be allowed to go to
the spaceport They'll be mad as hell when they find out, but at least they'll be dive." Hugh hesitated, then
continued. "Arewe sure that Tien'smen will kill whoever goesto the spaceport?”

"We're not sure of anything.”
"What about the colonists we are sure are working for Tien?"
They'relocked in their rooms. Why?"

"The colonists who want to go to Earth won't listen to us. But if we wereto tell the spiesthat they were
going to be sent to the spaceport—deported, well say—and the spies refused, that might shake up the
reg."

"Andif it doesn't?'
"Then," Hugh said, "the spieswill go to the spaceport while the rest watch from asafe place.”

Mark stood silently as he considered the plan, "We can dways hope that the offer was redl, that the ships
will take them to Earth.”

"You don't believethat,” said Hugh.



"No, but those spieswill be at the spaceport just the same.” Hugh nodded, started to ask a question, then
glanced quickly away. He walked to the desk and fiddled with the wrist unit. He cleared histhroat, but
no words followed. Mark waited for amoment, then said, "Sdlenais ill dive." Hugh nodded, then |l eft
the room without looking back.

Awareness reached, flexed, threw off countless shards of light, then reshaped itself until discrete
awarenesses cod esced as bright drops on aspira of sentience stretching through time and space. At the
center of the spiral aminute sphere of darkness enwrapped awaiting mote. Bright drops dissolved in
moving toward the hollow sphere, merged with other drops as the shimmering spird began an ancient lay
of galaxies and mesons and the hearts of neutron stars. And yet more drops dissolved, bringing to the
shadowed mote quicksilver knowledge of life, dl life, and the death of nescience in an iridescent
implosion of knowledge.

Drained of song and sentience, the spird waited, beckoned. The mote expanded along the curving spird,
graining, pulsng, heaving, until inafind rhythmic expanson cognizance became omniscience.

| AM.

Silver gdaxiesgpunintheslent void.
| AM.

Planets brought forth their children.

| AM.

Lifebirthed sentience and

| AM.

Degth

The barrier dropped and anxious groups hurried away into the darkness. In the port control center, sunk
into concrete and resting on massive springs deep beneath ground level, Mark and several men waited in
coiled slencefor the ship from Earth. Waited, and watched the viewscreen which showed fifty unwilling
guineapigsimprisoned in an immateria cage of energy.

"Areyou sure you can get the rest of us out of the hillsin timeto load?" asked the man who represented
the colonists who wished to return to Earth.

"Weve been over that before, Carl," said Mark. "Weve got two cargo shuttleswaiting. When | givethe
signal, they'll bring the colonists to the spaceport before Tien's agents are even aboard.”

" ill dont liketheidea."
llTa'gI,1_ll
Mark shut off hisreply as an gpproaching craft tripped the warning circuit.

"Hereit comes." Mark released the barrier around the spies. The viewscreen seethed with their frantic
attemptsto find cover.

"Still wish you were out there?!

Carl shifted uncomfortably. Tien said he would transport—"



"Bullshit,” Mark pointed to the tracking screen. "That's a two-man scoutcraft.”

Ten figures till remained on the viewscreen when the scoutcraft became visible to the unaided eye.
Mark's knuckles whitened on the console as he saw the ten remain motionless, apparently watching the
approaching craft. He opened the line to the surface speakers and yelled, "Run, you stupid bastards!”

The agents jumped at the unexpected voice and began to run from the exposed concrete gpron.

But the scout was faster. Light bloomed from the craft's belly and chemica bombs skated crazily across
the smooth concrete surface, scattering white flames and deeth as they fragmented.

Within minutes the blazing chemicals sputtered to a sullen phosphorescence, then died into darkness.
Except where the chemical's had combined with organic substances—then a curious low-flamed fire
burned whitely.

Mark counted eight patches of fire. "Still believe Tien?' he asked softly.

"You tricked us," shouted Carl. "If we'd been out there weld be on our way home. Tien'sright. You
parans can't betrusted. Y ou—"

A nerverod did from itswrist sheath into Mark's hand. "Weve got ten minutes before the barrier goes
up for good.”

He pointed toward the emergency tunnel with the rod, and the surly colonists moved out of the control
room. A didedtrip carried them swiftly to the evator shaft. When they reached the surface they had five
minutes left Mark scanned the area, but felt no other people. At hissignal the men moved beyond the
barrier marker, their reluctant steps speeded by Mark's waiting weapon.

She awoke into a chaos of uncontrollable perception. Sound of her own and the others breathing, of
pumping blood, and the harsh grating of her clothes againgt the earth came as an avalanche upon her
unprepared senses. Her rising scream masked but could not overpower the numberless sounds of life
which surrounded her.

And then sound ceased.

She opened her eyesreflexively, trying to determine what had happened to the sound. Colors and shapes
fought for her attention in aslent frenetic dance. She knew she was screaming, but could hear nothing,
when sight, too, was taken from her. Comfort seeped into her mind.

*Entity, do you wish to receive ingtructionsin the control of your awareness?
ol am... Sdena. | wish to be taught.e

And s0 began the endless days in which the L ucents taught Selenato hear, but only aswell as she wished
to hear, to see, but only that which was desired, to percelve completely, yet sdlectively. She had no
difficulty with mindspeech, asthat talent was unfettered by past habits, but physica responses had to be
divorced from old habits of perception. After three days she could feed herself. After Sx days she could
walk. On the eighth day shefelt aRynlon ship gpproach.

*Shimm, aRynlon ship will land here soon.e
*Yes. Wefed their minds.

*Does my speech hurt you?



Sdlena sensed Shimm's rueful amusement before her reply came. *Not any more. Thefirst dayswere
awful; mogt of the Changelings entered fusion just to block you out.

*| thought so. How did the L ucents ever manage?

*They just knotted their tails and took it. It was either that or kill you.e
For that Selena had no answer.

*Areyou going back to your own kind? asked Shimm.

ol don't know. | have so much to learn that the Lucents could teach me.
*Not any longer,e thought Shimm.

*What do you mean? | don't have nearly the precise control of mind that they do. Theresalot they
can—.e

*You'reonly eight daysold.e

Sdlenalaughed. *How old do | have to be to win an argument with you?
* You'll never know, unlesswe can go back with you.e

Sdlena caught the periphery eagerness of Shimm's thought.

*We?'Y ou mean your life unit?

*Y es, thought Shimm, no longer trying to conceal her desire. ¢ have arequest to make, in the name of
my race. That you may understand, will you fuse with me and my mates?

Sdlena hestated fractiondly, then agreed.

Thelife unit wrapped gently around her mind and Selena suddenly understood that the Changelings four
minds were truly complete in each other in away that surpassed even the Lucents. She relaxed and
reveled in an unparalded feding of wholeness.

*Selena,e came Shimm's soft thought, smy name is Light-That-Dances-on-Water. | accept your
friendship-call of Shimm. Would you accept my mates?

*Yes. What must | do? asked Selena.

Sdenaheard no answer. Thefeding of friendship wavered, and Sdenafdt londiness cregping in to take
its place. Without hesitating she caled out, seeking the full friendship that she had felt amoment before.

And the Changelings returned joyoudly, their pleasure telling Selenathat they, too, had felt awholenessin
her presence.

*Shimm,* she asked, swhy did you leave?

*It was the only way to be sure that we would missyou, and you, us. It is the way we seek mates, and
know them. All Changelings speak to each other's minds, but al Changelings are not mates.

*Thenwhat am |7

*Y ou are Sdena—neither mate, nor Changeling, nor dien.



*You havetold mewhat | am not.e Selenawithdrew into londiness until a gentle thought asked for her
atention.

*My nameis Light-That-Shines-Through-Faling-Water. Would you give me afriendship cal?

Sdenafdt the compassion of Shimm's male counterpart, and was ashamed of her reaction to Shimm's
honesty. For Shimm was right—she wasn't a Changeling and could never be amate. But she could share
their minds and affections. She waited, but the mae Changeling sent no further thought. She visudized
one of Earth'smagnificent waterfdls, lingering over the light-shot mist which encircled thefdl likea
wregath of diamonds. The response was asigh of wonder in her mind, for Change had few waterfals and
none of great height.

*And what do you call the dlent children of the thundering water
*Migt.e

Sdenafet their gpprova of the name.

*My nameis Light-That-Ends-Darkness.s

The thought came from the second female. «On Earth, the end of darknessis called dawn.e Sdena
visudized the spreading, many-colored splendor of an Earth dawn for the Changelings, and felt thelr
acceptance. Only the second male remained to make the exchange complete.

A questing thought swept her mind, surprising in its suggestion of suppressed power. ¢l was conceived
out of season in the black corridors of Change. But | survived to be called
Light-That-Explodes-In-Darkness.e

*Nova,* flashed across Selena's mind, and with it avison of the avesome fury of stellar destruction.

*Selena,e came the amused thought, «I've never seen the stars which your mind describes, but I'm
pleased to be thought so powerful.e

*Now, Changelings, you have fdt my mind and my affection. What would you ask mein the name of dl
your kind?

It was Dawn who answered, yet her words were permeated by images from the others.

*Changdings are adying race. Our own birthplace destroys us. To survive at adl we must live much of
our livesin the caverns of Change. There we are protected from the savage climate of the surface. There
we enter deep and dreamwalk our lives until the Times of Reprieve. And there we die asthe corridors of
Change shift and crumple upon us.e

* Within the memory of our race, since the Awakening, the rumbling desth has increased. We know little
of theforces which move Change; our timeis consumed by mere survival. To conceive, raise, and
control two cubstakesthe tota effort of four Changelings. The cubs themsalves do not become fertile
until four Great Cycles after their Awakening. They cannot grow mannauntil they enter fuson; they
cannot fuse until mated; they cannot mate until fertile.e

*Y et they mugt est. In the short Reprieves between ice and flame, life units must grow enough mannato
feed adl through the dream walking. Mannawill not grow in caverns, no matter how we Changelings
encourageit. Thus, though we arefertile, no life unit has more than two cubs every eight cycles. The
eight-cycle span of timeis caled the Great Cycle and isthe basic rhythm of our life. Y et every Great
Cyclethe earth shifts, killing and crippling more adults than there are cubs to replace them. The coming



winter ends a Great Cycle. Morewill die. Asarace, we will not survive thirty more Great Cycles.s

Dawn's thoughts stopped. Even the flow of images ceased while Selenaintegrated what she had been
told. If more food were available, more cubs could be raised, but would they survive the treacherous
movements of Change? Selena summoned from her memory all that the Rynlon had discovered about the
planet. Change not only had alarge axid tilt—the cause of its savage seasons—but it dso had five
satellites. Three of them were hdf the Sze of Earth's own moon. All of them had ahigher specific gravity
than Earth's moon. Their ever-shifting orbital waltz put severe strains on the planet, pulling appreciable
tides across Change's crust Should al moons ever line up to add their pull to that of the planet's sun, the
very core of Change would be shaken.

Change was a deathtrap waiting to be sprung.
*Y ou must leave the planet.»

*We, too, have decided that For many Great Cycles our L ucents have searched and called to the
unknown for ameansto leave Change. They touched many minds, more dreams.e

*Yes, Selena, even yours. Y ou and otherslike you dreamed of us, but in only one sentient people did our
dreams gtrikefire.

*The Rynlonle thought Sdena.

*We called them the Seekers until we knew their name. Y €, after they found us, they did not know it
was our race they sought. All those thousand Cycles of Changdling dreamwalking and Seeker effort, dll
for nothing. The Lucents could not even reach an individua mind to explain. Thoseyou cal Rynlon il
do not know why their race roams the emptiness.

*But,* thought Selenadowly, «the Lucents did well enough. The Rynlon who came here did not fear you,
or Shimm would have died.

*So little. So very little for the dream-gtriving of two sentient races.

sLittle! Changelings, your Lucents touched an aien people and sent them out into the void on an endless,
barely understood quest. The Rynlon aren't even parans. | wonder ...

eYes?

ol wonder if even Earthmen didn't hear your call. Many of my race have yearned toward the stars. But
many more have feared,» shefinished bitterly.

*Do not hate them, Selena. They are like cubs before the Season of Becoming, minds ruled rather than
ba anced by body needs.

*Not dl are as unaware asyou think.e

*Then they areto be pitied.

*Y ou pity them; I'd rather best some awarenessinto their tiny minds.e

Sdenadigtinctly felt Nova's sympathetic response, then dl felt the thunder of an gpproaching spaceship.

oIt will probably land at the camp,* thought Selena. She scrambled up on Shimm. «The Rynlon will take
you four with me now if | haveto pull every curly hair off the pilot's head.



*What about your people? Will they alow usto live with them™

*Paranisabig, fertile planet Well find away to grow mannafor you, and searfruit. Then well bring other
Changeingsto Paran. | won't tell the Rynlon that it was your race that urged them to the stars. At least
not until 1 know how— or if—they rationdized their drive. But I'll make flaming certain that the Rynlon
don't stop until every last Changeling is safe on Paran.e

*We appreciate your feding, Sdena. But the planet is not yoursto give. Nor can you ensure that we
could live peacefully with your race. During your Becoming, your memoriestold us of your life on Earth.
If differences of mind cause war among your people, how could they accept us? But if... if they do, we
will ask that afew other life units be transported, that our race may not die.

For thefirg timethelife unit felt the full force of Sdenaswill.
* If not Paran, then another planet will be found. Now let's go meet that ship.e

Thefusion dissolved. With Sdenaclinging bresthlesdy, Shimm and her mates ran their fastest, savoring
what could betheir final dash across the harsh landscape of Change.

All too soon the dim shape of the Rynlon shuttle rose above the jagged rocks.

Within afew minutes the ramp did slently to the ground and the Rynlon appeared. One of them waked
toward the Changelings. It was Rhanett.

He stood in front of Shimm and looked up at Selena. She dismounted to stand before him. Something
was wrong. sDawn, what do you sense about this man?

*Sadness follows him like aflock of torlen. Hismind is closed to me beyond that, as was yours before
the Season of Becoming.e Rhanett gestured toward Selena, then toward the ship.

Clearly he expected her to leave Change. But why would that trouble him? And why had the ship come
for her inthefirgt place?

Sdlena decided to attempt mindspeech. She reached out to him carefully, afraid of hurting him through
lack of kill.

*Rhanett, do you understand me?

Rhanett's eyes widened, making their orange depths even more startling.

Selenawaited, but his response was too wesk to catch. She allowed hersalf more power and tried again.
*Rhanett, if my mindspeech hurtsyou, raise your handsand | will stop.e

Rhanett's hands stayed a hisside.

*Good. Now try mindspeech with me.e

Sdenawaited again. Thistime his response was clearer, but ill difficult to understand. She followed the
Lucents training and systematically blanked out al sensory intake to concentrate on the Rynlon. The
resultswereimmediate.”

»... must leave quickly, as soon asthe searfruit is gathered. Paran is a war and the colony has been
abandoned.e



*Abandoned? When?
Rhanett raised his hands and Selena quickly cut the intendity of her mindspeech.
*Sorry, Rhanett. Y our news surprised me.e

eIt'sdl right. It's worth aheadpain to be able to communicate with you. The few interpreters we had are
on their way to Rynlonne with some colonists. | was sent because you knew me, and might cooperate
better.e

Sdenafdt the humor underlying his statement, and knew that Stan had told Rhanett about her favorable
opinion of him. She wondered what Rynlon customswere like, and if she had insulted him by her frank
admiration. Well, hedidn't seem hogtile.

. .*We don't have much time, Selena. Dr. Han wants usto gather searfruit and take it to Rynlonne for
anayss. He aso told usto pick you up, if you werein acondition to be helpful .

*He would use those words exactly. What happened at the colony 2
*Can you take the information from my mind? It would be quicker.e

o|—all right.e With al the care she could summon, Selena crept into Rhanett's mind. Pictures of the
colony permeated with voices and plans and fear. When the last of the story was hers, she prepared to
withdraw. As she was leaving, she sstumbled over athought which Rhanett had placed before her: «l, too,
find you beautiful .« Sdlena's pleasure svept over Rhanett, for she could no more conceal her fedlings
from him than he could lieto her whiletheir mindswere joined.

*When was your last contact with the colony? she thought.

*One of the other ships contacted me afew days ago. They were going to Rynlonne with al the parans.
*What about the others?

*| believe they scattered into the wilds.e

*But then how do we know where to land?

«Stan will contact me as soon as his group finds afairly safe place for the ship. If that'simpossible, I'll
take you down in ashuttle, and take colonists back the same way .«

*Who does Stan have with him? asked Selena, hoping he did not catch the importance of the question.

*The top adminigtrators, Dr. Johnson, and severa others,e thought Rhanett «Dr. Han took all but one or
two parans with him. Now wed better get the samples Dr. Han requested. Would they help™» He
indicated the Changelings.

*They might For apricee

Sdenafdt Rhanett's puzzlement.

*Wdll, it istheir planet,» said Sdlena. *The least we could do is pay them.e
*How?

*Oh... How about offering them aride to Paran? They're very curious about us. And they want to go.e



Rhanett laughed, then became serious. *They could be killed. Paran's not very peaceful these days.
*I'll tell them what they're getting into. If they till want to go, will you take them™

*Yes. But only the Great Spiral knowswhat they'll edt.

Sdlena outlined the Situation to the Changelings. As she expected, they till wanted to go.

*Rhanett, do you have a placein the ship where they could grow manna?

*What does mannarequire to grow?

sLight, air, rock, and Changelings—I hope. If not, Paran will see somered predatorsin action.e
Rhanett looked at the huge Changedlings and hoped that mannawould survive the transplant.

By sunset the last of the mannaand searfruit vineswere safely stowed. The Changelings had taken leave
of their kind and were returning to the camp. As Selenawatched from inside the ship, the Changdlings
hestated, then flowed as oneinto the waiting ship.

Chapter Nine

Selenawaited impatiently while Rhanett set the shuttle computer to take them down to Paran. At last his
nimblefingerswere ill.

*Where are we landing? she demanded.
*In the mountains north of the colony ste.
*What about Tien'smen

*We're supposed to watch for snipers. And you're to send the Changelingsinto the forest—the meadow
grass could never conced them.e

The approach darm shrilled, sending Selena hurriedly to her couch. Asthe shuttle penetrated further into
the atmosphere the high pitch did into a degp hum which resonated throughout the shuttle until shefelt as
much as heard it.

*All secure, Shimm? she asked.
*Y es. But the humming makes our tails ache. Why the specid darm™

ol don't know, but | think it's because they're unsure of the landing field—and the reception. You'real
supposed to go to the forest immediately.»

*Trouble?
«Just being cautious.s

The humming died to awhisper, then sopped. Selenardeased the landing harness and hurried to the
cargo hold. The Changdings were already up and waiting by the port. Selenafidgeted, wondering why
the port remained closed.

*Selena, the ship's heat sensor showed no radiating bodies other than those in the camp acrossthe valley,
but be careful anyway,* thought Rhanett.



*Right. Are you going to stay with the shuttle?
*No. | must speak with Stan.e

The door mechanism clicked to life and within seconds the sweet air of Paran had filled the hold.
Quickly, Sdenaand the Changelings ran down the ramp. She flattened hersdf into thetdl grassasthe
Changelings sped to the forest. She felt Rhanett drop beside her.

*Rhanett, why are al the top people of the Project in one camp? Isn't that dangerous?

*Maybe. But if they were scattered one to agroup, it would be too great a temptation to the others.e
sTemptation?

Sdlenafelt Rhanett tense beside her.

"'Some might decide to trade an administrator for safety.e Rhanett's thought faded into sadness as he
added, «Or kill him out of sheer mdice.s

The old fear surged up in Selena, and with it a choking bitterness. People were unutterably stupid.
*Shouldn't we go to the camp? said Selenawhen Rhanett made no moveto get up.

When he did not answer she turned to him questioningly. His body wasrigid, hands clenched in anger or
fear.

*Rhanett, what's wrong?
Sowly Rhanett's fingers uncurled. *We must go to the camp.»

*Wait,» she said as he began to stand. I just thought of something.s She blanked her mind, then worked
dowly through levels of awareness, seeking the chill thread of hostility which could mean danger. But on
the level of man, shefound only fear, frustration, and pervasive sadnessfor one who was neither dead
nor living. Blindly Selena stood and walked toward the camp.

o| stayed to share your grief, Selena.e

*You knew! Y ou knew and you didn't tell mele Selena's anger burned across Rhanett's defensel ess,
mind, then died as she found only compassion.

*Yes, | was spared thetelling.e

Sdlenawaked mechanicaly through the meadow until Rhanett's hand pulled her to a stop. Slowly her
eyesfocused on the obstaclein her path. It was Hugh.

"Whereishe?' shesad tonelesdly.
Hugh looked at her for along moment before he turned toward anearby tent.

Sdlenapressed her hand against the tent and a section rolled upward, reveaing alow cot strung with
bottles and tubes which bled bright fluidsinto atill body. A swirling river of memories and dreams
buffeted her mind as she sank down beside the cot.

Only part of Mark'sface was visible. White dressings covered hisdark hair, dipped over one eye. But
even the gauze and beard stubble could not conceal the dackness of hislips, nor the blanketsthe



dackness of hisbody.

"... was after hed told the colonists about Tien's betrayal. About ten of them jumped him. He got two,
but there<t..."

Hugh'swords were agdaxy away, fading in and out like adream. Sowly Sdlenasfingerstraced the
edges of Mark'slips, then moved across his cheek to linger over the dark line of eyebrow. Her mind
refused the hideous bruise that was Mark's face, remembering only the unexpected beauty of former
amiles

"... inacoma. Dr. Johnson sayswe can only wait, but thelonger..."

Sdenafdt tearswarming her cheeks, but knew they were cold by the time they reached Mark. What
good to touch him now; it brought him no pleasure. If hewerewhole, if strength pulsed again through his
body, she would never dare. Shelifted her hand from his face and her mind turned back upon her. Mark
had been right. Shewas afraid of trust, of love, of life. Only the certainty of death had unlocked her
before, to reach in desperation for warmth, to tremble with love and desire—and then fear, alwaysfear.

Hugh shook her gently. " Selena, he does have achance. | know... | know that you love him."
Sdenalaughed harshly. "Love him? 1 don't know how to love. But that isno reason for himto die.”
She stood up, startling Hugh.

"Strip away thistent.”

mWhat?"

Sdends eyes flashed. "Remove the tent. | want Mark in the open o that the Changelings can seehim.”
"BUE"

Selena brushed past him and walked outside. As she expected, Leawaswaiting.

"Is Dr. Johnson in the camp?' said Sdlena.

"Y es, he's been—"

"Get him. Tel him I'll need equipment for intravenous feeding. Enough for fiveif he hasit. And passthe
word that four Changelings will be here shortly. | don't want some assto shoot them.”

Leaclosed her mouth and ran to find Dr. Johnson.

Sdlenaturned back to Hugh, who was approaching her warily.
"Thetent," she repeated.

He did not move.

"Mark won't die any sooner for thefresh air, will he?' shesaid fiercdly.

"All right, Sdlena." He turned and began stripping tent panelsfrom their frame. Selenahesitated, then
walked over and touched his shoulder.

"Thank you."



Hugh's hands paused as he stared at Selena. He nodded, then continued working.
Leareturned, dragging Dr. Johnson.

"What's dl this about?' he said when he spotted Selena.

"l don't havetimeto explain. Did you bring the equipment?*

"We only had onemore IV setup.”

Sdenabit her lip. "Itll haveto do." Sheturned to Lea. "Did you warn the camp?’
Leanodded.

Sdenacalled out to the Changelings. «Shimm, | need the life unit. Will you help me?
oIf wecan.e

*Y ou can. Just give me strength.e

The Changdings glided into camp like slver ghogts, leaving awake of startled screams behind them.
They formed a half-circle just beyond the skeleton of the tent and waited for Selenassignd.

*Rhanett.»
*Yes, Sdena?»

*| don't want to be disturbed once we're in fusion. But Hugh might try to break us up when heredlizes
what it could do to me. He must not destroy the fusion.e

*| understand.e
*You areafriend, Rhanett.e Her mind caressed his briefly, then was gone.

Selena became aware of the concerted stares of Hugh, Lea, and Dr. Johnson. She sighed, then spoke to
them.

"I'm going to try to help Mark. It will take alot of strength. That'swhat the IV isfor.” Shelooked at Dr.
Johnson. "Give me whatever is best—joyjuice maybe—anything to keep me going.”

"Sounds pretty drastic,” he said.

Sdenashrugged. "I'll dso need dl thejoyjuice and sustain you can scrounge. Giveit to the Changelings
asthey need it."

"On one condition,” said Dr. Johnson. "That you stop before you damage yoursdlf.”
*Rhanett. Watch Dr. Johnson also.»

Shefet hisassent before she said, "I can't possibly hurt myself. Ask Hugh. He knows | fold before that
happens. Right, Hugh?"

"Wdl-"
"Right," said Selena as she walked over to Mark's cot and sat cross-legged besideit. "Fix the [V."



Sdlena composed her mind as Dr. Johnson worked over her. Shefelt adight sting and knew that fluid
was entering her blood.

Sdenatouched the waiting Changelings minds, felt them merge, felt her own mind radiate throughout the
fusion until the five were one vibrant whole,

They were readly.

Sdenadidinto Mark'sbrain, bracing herself againgt the pain she would find. But pain had congealed into
numbness, adistant moan which would not sap her strength. She drifted through his body, ng
damage, Hismind, his awareness, was dmost totaly absent. Only the faintest of energy tracescalled to
her of Mark.

Sdlenarelaxed her driving perception, perplexed by the absence of his awareness. She could hedl his
body, but what then? Could she bring him back? What had brought her own mind back from
searfruit-induced freedom?

She cdled forth that crescendo of experience climaxed by the eternal moment of ... wasit death? Degth
in Godhead which could not be Godhead, for omniscience was incomplete so long as sentience lived and
perceived and wore flesh. Flesh, body. Her living body, vessdl of perception and growth, demanding
unity-baance, dinging to mind. And agiddy dideinto life.

Firdt, then, his body.
*Changelings, | am ready.e

Power coiled within Sdlena as the fuson meted into her mind. Cells responded to her mindtouch,
multiplied to transform gashesinto resilient flesh; bruises paed as capillaries sucked dead cellsinto the
bloodstream; torn muscles shivered, stretched, and knit as strength poured into them.

Finaly only the head injury remained. Selena probed the brain minutely, searching and at last finding the
source of distant agony. A ruptured blood vessel dripped quietly, ceaselesdy, increasing pressure by
droplets, disrupting the complex flow of nerve information, squeezing, pushing, driving awarenessin front
of the spreading disruption, drowning humanity in aviscous hardening pool of agony.

Power uncoiled in Selena. Intense, contained energy throbbed briefly. The clot broke apart; the ruptured
vesse closed.

Sdenafét strength waver, become unfocused, and knew that the Changelings were near exhaustion. For
adashing moment she berated hersdlf for being such aclumsy hedler; she had exhausted them needlessly
through her own lack of confidence.

*Changelings. | must continue. Two of you fuse with me while two rest. Then change off .«

Sdenafdt ashift, then tasted Nova's strength. Shereturned all of her focusto Mark's mind and
discovered erratic awareness. She smothered it easily at first, then found it demanding more and more of
her srength, leaving noneto finish the heding.

*Mark, | want to help you. Don't fight. Trust me.
Fragments of memory beginning nowhere, piecemea ghost of love, hdf-aware, Sdena... yes.

Relief swept over her straining mind as he acceded to her control. Now to take care of those clots.
Coaxing, pushing, confining, reducing, she forced the fragments of congealed blood through capillary



membrane. Time and energy squandered as she learned when to push and when to wait, when to force
and when to ignore. Disentangle and disintegrate. Cell after cell absorbed and captured once again by the
network it had escaped. Y et more remained, so many. Too many. Another and another and... sotired,
too tired, deep... now.

No. More grength, must send dll... remaining fragmentsthrough. .. until they diminished together... at
the membrane's edge.... only one group. .. onethought... no more... blackness.

Rhanett dropped his wegpon and carefully straightened Selena's body.
"Well, look at that son of abitch,” said Hugh. ™Y ou'd think he cared about her.”

"Hedoes," said Dara. "l fed hisadmiration and sorrow. Y ou can go to her, Dr. Johnson. Rhanett won't
stop you now."

"Wighto hdl Stan were here," muttered Hugh.
"I'msorry. | did what | could without knowing hislanguage.”
"I know, Dara. Y ou convinced us Rhanett meant business. But I'd like to know what got into him."

"Hugh, get another cot and thermal bag,” caled Dr. Johnson. "And afresh 1V bag. Yellow tag. Les,
check the Changdings. One of them's irring.”

"What should | do?' she said.

"Put abucket of Bi-Resunder itsnose. If it doesn't drink, get a syringe and squirt the fluid in."

Hugh returned with the cot, blankets, and bottle. He wrapped Selena and lifted her carefully onto the cot.
"Jesus. There's hardly anything left of her. Sheweighslessthan Lea"

"The energy had to come from somewhere," said Dr. Johnson. "And she spent the last hour aone.”

"Will shebedl right?"

"We can hope."

"And Mark?'

The doctor glanced at the other cot. " According to the monitor, he'sdeeping like ababy.” He
straightened and checked Selena's monitor, then shook his head. "Well, we should know by morning,
ather way."

Both men turned at Leas startled cry.
"It'sgetting up!"

They watched as Nova lurched toward the bucket of Bi-Res. Rhanett |eft Selenas Sde to break open a
box of sugtain. After Novadrained the bucket, Rhanett offered him the waferswhile Learefilled the
bucket. Three buckets and four pounds of wafers later, Nova appeared satisfied. He walked over and
nudged Shimm into wakefulness, then wrapped histail around the empty bucket and held it upto Lea

By nightfall, all Changdlings were restored and watching over Sdena

"Do you suppose they can help her?' said Lea.



"I hope so," said Hugh. "They look fit enough now. Let's put the tent back together beforeit'stoo dark to
see what were doing.”

"What about them?' said Lea. "They might not like being cut off from her."

Hugh glanced at the four Changdings. Blacklighted againgt the dying sun, they looked uncomfortably like
burning guardians of an dien hell.

"Wdl haveto chanceit. Sdenasin no shape to spend anight in the open. Nor Mark, for that matter.”

Keeping awary eye on the Changdlings, Hugh and L ea resurrected the tent. When the last panel wasin
place, Shimm shifted uneasily and drew closer.

"Wetch out!"

Hugh jumped away from the tent as Shimm'stail dapped againgt the entrance panel. The pand folded
upwards. Shimm looked at the two deeping forms, then dapped the panels again to closeit.

"I'll be damned," whispered Hugh.
Lealaughed.
"What's so funny?' said Dr. Johnson. "1 could use alaugh.”

"Hugh and | were scared to desth of Shimm—at least | think it was he—and all she wanted to do was
check on Sdena”

"Glad somebody's on our side,” he said. " Stan just got back from reconnai ssance. He found tracks all
over the east ridge. The shuttle brought them in like flies. Hope they're just colonists coming in for pickup.
Rhanett and Stan are setting up a heat sensor perimeter just in case, though. How are the patients?”

"No change," said Hugh.
"I'll takethe first watch. Relieve mein about six hours.”
"Right. Come on, Lea, let's get some deep.”

When Hugh cameto rdieve Dr. Johnson, he had to pick hisway through a crescent of Changelings.
When he opened the pand, one of the Changelings glided up to look inside.

"Best nursesyou'll ever find," chuckled Dr. Johnson. " About an hour ago | dozed off. One of them
opened the pand, tickled my nose with that damned tail, and then stared at me asif to say, 'Look dive.™

"Wonder how it knew?'
"The brain gives off adifferent energy pattern when you deep. Apparently they sensed it.”
"Any change?"

"Mark's EEG readings showed a change from natural deep to the trance state. Stayed that way for afew
minutes, then switched back. He's degping now."

"What do you make of that?"

"Ask the Changdlings. The second the EEG changed, they opened the flap, stared at him while the EEG
went wild, then they closed the flap until an hour ago when one woke me up.”



"What about Selena?’

"Sheisn't responding,” Dr. Johnson said bluntly. "Her delta pattern— Oh, oh, they're back.”
Hugh looked over his shoulder into aline of eight glowing eyes.

"The monitord" said Dr. Johnson.

Hugh stared speechlesdy as Mark's monitor showed rising pulse and brain activity. Smultaneoudy
Selenas respiration and pulse strengthened and steedied. Color dowly returned to her face asthe
minutes sped by. Then both monitors showed adrop in activity. The Changelings moved back from the
opening and stretched out on the ground. They dept immediately.

"What happened?' whispered Hugh.

"Don't know, but it was good. They're weaker than they were but Selenas stronger.” Dr. Johnson
looked up from the monitors. "Offhand I'd say that Mark and the Changelings gave back some of what
sheld given. Look at her monitor. She's till minimal, but she's going to makeit.”

"Thank God," said Hugh.

"I'd rather thank the Changelings. Do we have any Bi-Res or sustain left?’

"I'l ssewhat | canfind.”

"Save somefor Sdlena. Shelll need it.”

"What about Mark?'

"Hell do fine on regular food, once his ssomach gets used to the idea.”

"I brought you your breskfast," said Lea, handing Hugh abulb of emergency rations.

Hugh eyed the bulb distastefully, sighed, and squeezed the contentsinto his mouth. "Ugh. Tastesworse
than it looks."

"Arethey both ill degping?’ said Lea.
"Yes. But they'regoing to bedl right.”

"I know."

Hugh looked at her in surprise.

"The Changdingsaregone,”" shesaid smply.

Hugh poked hishead out of the tent and looked quickly around. She wasright. Not so much asthetip of
atail to befound.

"Wheréd they go?' he said.

Thelast time| saw them, they were headed toward the rocks south of camp. Rhanett was with them,
carying aslvery fungus-ike plant. I think they're till out there." ugh shook his head. "'I'm beginning to
gppreciate the meaning of theword dien.”

"Alien, but not evil "



Leaand Hugh turned at Mark's words.

Hugh's eyes flicked to the monitor, then back to Mark. "'l see you're dmost back to normal. How's your
heed fed ?'

"My heed fedsfine"

Sowly he pulled himsdf into astting position. The room wavered briefly, then settled down. "Shedid a
good job on the rest of me, too.” He rubbed hisface. "L eft the beard, though.”

"Lea, get Dr. Johnson,” said Hugh.

"That'sright,” laughed Mark. "It take at least three of you to hold me down." He stood up carefully.
"Well, maybe just one," he said, lowering himself back onto the cot.

Leadtarted to leave the tent and bumped into the doctor.

"Oh, | wasjust going to get you. Mark's awake."

"So | see” Dr. Johnson checked the monitor, then smiled. "Fed like getting up?"
"es"

"Good. Give me ahand, Hugh. Let usknow if you have any pain. The monitor saysyour body is
completely hedled, but | can hardly beieveit.”

Mark leaned on the other two men for amoment, then waved them off. "The second timeis much
eader.” He waked afew stepsin the crowded tent. " Push the cotstogether so I'll have a place to walk.”

They watched as Mark paced the length of the tent severa times, then sat on hiscot. "1 finaly figured out
what'swrong."

"What'sthat?' said Dr. Johnson sharply.

Mark smiled drily. "Y ou've been starving me."

"I'll get somefood,” said Lea

"What's the matter?' said Mark as he noticed Dr. Johnson shaking his head.

"Nothing," said the doctor as he removed the monitor bands from Mark's chest and head. " That's what
bothers me. Intellectualy | know you're well. But emotionally—well, | keep expecting to wake up and
find adying man.”

"Unless| get somefood, you'l get your wish.”
"Hereitis" said Leabreathlesdy. "It'snot much, but it will keep you going.”
"Thanks." Hetook three bulbs and rapidly squeezed them dry. "How are the rations doing?"

"Except for Bi-Res and sustain, we've got enough food for amonth. More, if we can catch some game,”
sad Hugh.

Mark nodded. "And the shuttle that brought Selena?

"In the meadow. Weve got calers out now."



"Any Sgn of Tien'smen?'

"We're not sure. Stan found some tracks on the east ridge, but he couldn't tell whether they belonged to
wandering colonists or guerrillas. We set up the sensor perimeter anyway."

"What about—"

"Youreamonger!" said Lea "Sdenanearly killed herself saving your life and you haven't so much as
looked a her monitor. | think—"

"Y ou'retalking too much," said Hugh. "The only reason Mark hasn't asked about Selenaisthat he
knows. He and the Changelings saw to that last night.”

"Oh." Leablushed and began to gpologize.

"Forget it," Mark said. "Selenawill probably deep for another day or two, then befine" He frowned. "At
leadt, that's what the Changdlingstold me.”

The ceiling of the tent blurred above Sdlenas unfocused eyes. Colors flowed from brown to green to
brown again, spinning gently overhead. The green only, olive green, Mark's eyeslooking a herina
soundlessfal of color. Her mind was too numb to stop her hands from lifting to touch his marveloudy
whole face, lingering over the lips which were so close to her own. Sight gave way to other senses, to the
warm texture of his mouth and the gentle pressure of hisfingers moving through her hair, to the unique
scent of his nearness and the litany he made of her name. She clung to him asto a haunting dream &t the
moment of wakening. Then her body stiffened as habitual fear strove to reassert control of her mind. She
fought to bring the dream back, but she was too wesak, the fear too close.

*Oh, Mark, I'm still afraid.e Her thought was acry of despair.

His answer came not aswords but as arich flow of empathy and love, demanding nothing, bringing
peacein the wake of itswarmth. With atrembling sigh she did back into deep.

The tent pand opened noidily.
"How isthe patient?’ said Hugh.
" She was awake for aminute.”

Hugh looked closdly at Mark. "But no real change, | suppose. Don't bother to answer; it's written on
your face

Mark turned away from Hugh and stroked Selenas black hair. " She'slived so long with degath that she
fearslife. And when amind as powerful and stubborn as hers—"

Hugh reached out and spun Mark around. " She wants life or she'd be dead, and she wants you or you'd
be dead. But she doesn't know how to go about getting either one. Teach her. That's why she saved your
life." Hugh looked at Mark's blazing green eyes and dropped his hand. "I'm sorry. Y ou know that better
than anyone. But why in hell can't you use ps to reach her?"

"It'snot that easy," said Mark evenly. " She can dways refuse. She hasin the pagt.”
Hugh smacked his hands together. " Then what can we do?!

Mark smiled crookedly. "Be around when she changes her mind. She's begun to fight fear, and she
knows | want her."



The next time Sdlenaawoke, it wasto anight filled with urgent whispers and afeding of controlled haste.
*Selena.e

"Mak?'

*Use mindspeech, he thought swiftly. «Can you ride Shimm?

*Eveninmy deep. What's happening?

Mark dropped abulky pile of clothing next to her cot. He stripped off the thermal bag, ignoring both her
nudity and her surprised exclamation. sDon't just lie there,» came his exasperated thought, *help me get
you into these clothes.s

Sdenagtared at him, then snatched the hooded jumpsuit from him and scrambled into it unaided.
*The camp is surrounded by guerrillas. Y ou're to ride Shimm out.e

*What about you?

*Novasays|'ll be ableto ride himif wejoin minds. | hope he'sright.e

*Take Shimm's harness.

*Can you ride without it?

*Better than you will with it,e thought Sdenawith amusement.

Mark's silent laughter warmed her mind. Y ou're probably right. Ready?

*Yes.» Sdena stood, then reached for Mark as awave of vertigo swept over her.
*Sure you can ride? he thought as she rested against him.

*I'll be dl right.e She straightened and took a few steps. *See? Now what's the plan?

*The camp isdivided into four groups. The Changelingswill separate and go to the edge of camp, then
wait for asigna to run. The smultaneous appearance of four Changdings at four different spots should
create enough confusion to allow the groupsto dip through the ring.e Mark bent over and tucked
Sdends hair into the hood. ¢l wouldn't want al that beautiful hair to make you atargete

Sdlends lips brushed his hand, then she ran from the tent. Shimm and Novawaited outside. Selena took
the harness from Shimm and dipped it onto Nova. When she finished, Mark handed her anerverod and
aset of night lenses. Sdlenaclipped the lensesin place after she got on Shimm.

*Where's my pack? asked Selena.

*I'm taking both our packs.e Hefelt her unease. *What isit, Selena?
*The Changelings.

*Yes?

*They're predators.

| know.e



Sdenawatched him mount Novaand felt his mind join with the Changeling's. Shimm and Nova moved
noisdlesdy away in opposite directions.

When Shimm reached a particularly dense stretch of underbrush, she stopped.

*Well wait herefor Mark'ssignd .

*Where are the people who are supposed to follow us out?e

*They're hidden nearby.»

*Shimm, do you know everyonein camp? Could you tell them from Tien'smen?

*Don't worry, Selena. None of uswill kill except to defend ourselves—or you and Mark.e

*That's not what | meant. I've seen Changelings when the torlen fly; | know the lust that seizesyou. Can
you tell human friend from human enemy

*Y es. When the lugt flames, our minds are sengitive only to enemies. Y ou were one with us. Did your
weapon so much as graze a Changding's skin

Sdenathought back to the cubs Season of Becoming and the swarming, swiftly changing melee. Shimm
was right—she couldn't possibly have aimed her wegpon, yet she had burned torlen off falen cubswith
the sure knowledge that death would fall only where she wished.

*Now!e

Sdlenaclamped her legs around Shimm as she exploded into afull run. The eerie cry of Changding bettle
bloomed from four points of the circle. Brush cracked and split beneath Shimm's driving legs as she
swept through the surprised ring of enemies. Her tail lashed out once, twice, and two men dropped to the
ground. They were through without aweapon fired. Shimm'’s claws raked the ground as she swung
around to cover theretreat of agroup of running figures. A lance of fire seared the brush behind the
fleeing colonigts. Reflexively, Sdenaraised her wegpon and fired. A truncated scream was proof of her
am.

Selenalooked over her shoulder asthelast of the group scrambled to the safety of the rocks.
*They're safe, Shimm. How about the others?
*Dawn and Mist are leading their groups around to the rocks.e

Shimm suddenly flattened into arun, but Selenawas prepared. She, too, had felt Novascall for help. A
wall of wind-downed trees disappeared beneath Shimm's flying body. Beyond the wall Sdenasaw Nova
and Mark, surrounded by brilliant flashes of desth. Mark had hisfeet jammed through Nova's harness
and wasfiring into a dense stand of trees. Nova's clawstore up grest clots of earth as he anticipated and
legped to avoid the lances of light.

Novagave ashort cry of pain asfire scored across his hip. Sdenafelt Shimm's awful lust break free and
merged her mind with the Changdling's to become a harmonious duct of daughter. Venomous claws and
nerve rod flashed in unison asthey ripped through the ambush. Sdenafet Novaand Mark join their lust
and the harmony swelled into a quartet of bodies driven by one mind, one thought, one desre—to kill.

Within minutes, the glade was apool of slence disturbed only by ripples of heavy bresthing and the
crackle of dying flames. Mark and Selena detached their minds from the Changelings, working through



levels of awareness until they were certain that no threat remained.
*Two dill diveinthe grove,e thought Mark.

*Any others»

*Not here.s

Their minds searched the perimeter together, noting the dead and the merely unconscious. At last Mark
sgghed in relief. *No one from the camp isinjured. But Johnson's going to have his handsfull with
wounded guerrillas.

Sdlenadumped tiredly in the aftermath of killing as she entered the tent. She pedled off the protective
jumpsuit and lay on the resilient pad which covered haf the floor—the cots had gone to the wounded.
Shadows cast by the tent light seeped into her thoughts as she turned from side to back to sideto
stomach in search of deep.

But the night was aive with echoes and memories of screams smothered by death—Tien's people; her
parentslong dead in a burned-out home; years of living with death and trading with thievesfor lifeitsdf;
fear s0 pervasive shefindly accepted it aslife, clung to it as certainty. Y et fear, too, was akind pf death.
Then agranger who had cdled to thelife hiding within her, touching her frightened mind before she shut
him out. But she could never quench the resurrected hope which stubbornly denied fear.

She shifted restlessly to her side. She knew that love and life waited within Mark—~but her parents had
given her love, then abandoned her in death to a hate-filled world. Love was no guarantee against deeth,
it only made love'sloss more terrible, loneliness more grotesque.

Sdlenaforced hersdf to lie quietly when Mark entered the tent and stretched out on the pad. She
shivered as his hand moved bare inches from her shoulder while herolled over on hisside, then on his
back. She could tell from his movementsthat he was stiff from the night'sfrantic ride. Longing rosein her
to soothe away hisfatigue and fed again the supple strength of his body.

Sdlends hand clenched at her side. To have him so close, to fed hislife call to her and yet not to touch
that life—londiness had no agony likethis

Quietly sherolled over to face him. The soft light in the tent dome made long shadowsfdl from his
eyelashes down the hard planes of his cheeks. The shadows stirred, then lifted as he opened his eyes.

*You'e stiff. Let me rub your back.e
Mark smiled. «I'd like that; | can't seem to get comfortable.s
Y ou might try taking off that asbestos underwear. Unless you think we'rein for more trouble tonight.

*| hope not,» he thought as he struggled out of the suit. */Ahh, fees better aready. These suitsare
damned nuisances.s

*Better annoyed than burned—ask Nova. Now lie down and tell me where you're sore.e
*Therésan easier way, if yourewilling.e

Sdenahegtated along moment, then let her tightly held mind merge with hisuntil she felt hisbody as her
own. Her hands moved surdly, rubbing, drumming, soothing aching musclesinto relaxation. His pleasure
filled her mind, and when he was no longer sore her hands lingered that shared pleasure not end. She



bent and moved her lips over his shoulder, savoring the supple play of muscle beneath skin.
*Selena.e

‘Mmmm®?

*Would you fed this way—not afraid—without mind-touch»

*Doesit matter?

eIt doesto me. And it should to you.e

Sdlena's hands moved across his shoulders, traced the ridges of strength which rose on ether side of his
spine, curled caressingly down until shefelt hissurge of desire.

eIt'snot this| fear, Mark. What | fear isloving you and losing you to death.e
*Notif | canhelpit.e

Hiswry thought made Selena amile. ¢l know that. And | know that fearing future lossisthe same as
losing every day. But... I've crawled so long | can barely walk, much lessfly.e

Mark rolled onto hisside and drew Sdlenainto hisarms. ¢l rardly fly, Golden Eyes. I'm not even al that
good at waking.e

Sdenamoved dowly againgt him, fdt hisarmstighten and his mouth seek hers. Coherent thought paed
benesath the consuming sensation of lipsand skin and hands. A flash of fear like lightning against the
thunder of hisdesire, but fear drowned in waves of pleasure. Her soft moan called to him and they came
together in afluid union of mind and body.

Chapter Ten

Sdenadirred reluctantly; Shimm'stail wasrattling the tent.
» Emergency thought Sdenavaguely.

*No,* responded Shimm. "They're looking for Mark.e

Sdlenawoke fully, acutely conscious of her nakedness. At her sudden movement, Mark's eyes opened
and he caught her thought.

"| likeyou that way," he whispered, pulling her down to him.

"Shimm saysthey want you."

"What about you?'

Therewas laughter in his question, but his green eyes searched for her answer.

Sdlenasmiled and opened her mind. He fdlt the desire which surged through her as she remembered. He
couldn't have conceded hisresponse if he had wanted to, but he shared his thoughts anyway.

Shimm'stall rattled the tent mercilesdy, but drew no further response. With the Changeling equivadent of
asmile, sherippled her tail and lay acrossthe entrance of the tent.

Stan turned to Hugh. "Now what?"



"That'saDo Not Disturb signif | ever saw one.”

"IsMak dl right?’

Hugh suppressed alaugh, then reassured Stan. "I anything were wrong, Shimm wouldn't just lie there.”
"How long will we have to wait?"

"What's the rush? Some people like to wake up gradudly. Or something."

Intime, the flap rolled up. Shimm moved away to alow Mark passage. Selenafollowed, moving with a
languid sensudity which made Hugh think hungrily of Lea

Mark yawned and stretched. "What do you want?"

"The calers brought in only twenty colonists. Another six came in when they saw the shuttle. Should we
lift or wait for more?"

"Lift, but return the shuttle. Keep the ship in orbit for three days or until we call you, whichever comes
fird. Then take the colonists you have to Rynlonne.”

"Right."

Mark frowned. "More colonists should have answered the signal. How many calersdid you drop?"
"Ten. Some must have gone bad, though. Their sgnals stopped after afew hours."

"Any ideawhat went wrong?'

"The seven | retrieved worked fine. And three of them had been dumped on rocks, so | don't think being
dropped iswhat put the others out of action. Hell, even if aunit fell into alake, the call sgna would il
work."

"Send the scout down. Tell Rhanett to scatter some more callers and report any dudsto me. And put the
mother ship in deep orbit. | don't want it being spotted by any of Tien's ships.”

Stan left hurriedly.

Mark watched him leave, then rubbed his face absently. The unexpected softness of abeard made him
smile. Selena had objected to stubble. It wastoo late to shave, so she had grown him athick, soft beard.

"Y ou look smug enough to make apsychiatrist cry,” said Hugh.

Mark laughed. "I'll have her grow you one.”

"No thanks. Beards give me arash.”

"I could fix that, too," said Sdlena.

"Saveyour energy.”

"But I'm stronger than ever, Hugh. And hungrier.”

"Don't look at methat way," laughed Hugh. "The food supplies arein the third tent from the end.”

Mark and Selena ate hurriedly, with many grimaces over the tastel ess tubes of paste.



"Wretched crap,” muttered Selena, squeezing the last viscous bit out of the tube. "Another medl likethis
and I'm going to turn the Changelings |oose on the cook."”

"Isther fungus or whatever—"

"Manna"

"—mannaany testier?'

"No. But you don't haveto eat as much of it."
"Hopeit growslike hell,"” said Mark fedingly.

Sdlenarubbed her fingers over the blotchy camouflage fabric of her jumpsuit. "Awful colors, but at least
gainswon't show." Then. "I think I'll check the wounded."

Mark looked at her in surprise. "Why?"

"l can sensethelr pain,” said Sdenasimply. "The price of being ableto hed, | guess.”
"Canyou block it out?'

"Why bother?1t's not like actually feding pain. Besides, one of them may fed like talking.”
"Doubtful."

"Itsworth atry,” sheingsted.

"All right, but don't go done."

Sdenabristled. "Isthat an order?”

"Yes" hesaid easily, and threw the last tube into awaste sack. " Some of those wounded are damned
lively."

"] can take care of mysdif.”

"Fine. Don't go done."

"Dont' think you own me just because—"

"I don't haveto," he said. "I'm colony leader in Han's absence.”

For along moment they stared at each other unwaveringly, then Mark decided to try the greater subtlety
of mindspeech, where words can be amplified and enriched by emotiona imagery.

"I don't want to own you, Selena. That is not my idea of loving. But you do have aduty to the colony.
Part of that duty isto obey reasonable orders.

Thefirgt part of the thought was gentle and sympathetic; the second was unyielding and impersonal.
*Since when does every colonist have to have a Changeling guard?
Sarcasm mingled with stubbornnessin her thought.

*Selena, my order would have been the same to any colonist. No persona control was meant. Even Dr.



Johnson does not see the prisoners aone.
Mark did not need mindspeech to tell that Selenawas unmoved.

*Golden Eyes, why are you fighting me? It's not the order, isit. Are you afraid you have given too much
to me, that—.e

Sdlend's sudden confusion and instant anger was al the answer he needed. *All right, Selena. Nothing has
changed. Asawoman you are free to pursue any persona life you desire. Asacolonist you are il
bound by colony rules.s

Mindtouch ended, leaving Selenavery aone. But he would not have the satisfaction of knowingit.
"Yes, Leader, Sir. I'll stay so closeto Shimm shélll think she's grown a second skin.”

As she swept past him and out the door, he did nothing to stop her; as aman he wanted to, but as colony
leader he had to be satisfied with obedience, however unwilling.

Sdlenamoved rapidly away from the messtent and called Shimm. The Changeling and acold wind
arrived together. Sdlenashivered until her jJumpsuit compensated for the drop in warmth.

*Areyou cold, Shimm?
*Not at dl. On Change we don't go into the caverns until mannawon't grow.s

Sdlenawondered how cold that was, but had no way of finding out. Earth measures had little meaning for
aChangding. Yet in afew monthsit would be winter on Paran; in the mountains where they were, winter
could come a any moment. She hoped it would not be too cold for the Changelings.

*Don't worry. Changelings can deep on ice and wake up warm. Is that why you wanted me?
*No. Curien demandsthat | have abodyguard. Can you be it

As Sdenadidn't bother to limit her transmission to words alone, Shimm gathered alot of what had
happened.

*No Changedling enters a cavern adone; the torlen may not al be deeping.
*Oh, dry up and follow me,* returned Selenain exasperation.

Shimon's mind and tail rippled with amusement. Isthat an order?

*Y es. No. Dammit, Shimm, be reasonable.

Ripplesagain, followed by, *Where are we going?

*To check on the wounded.«

*Ah, that'swhy heworries. | will indeed follow you, Selena, but not because I'm reasonable. You area
part of meand | guard mysdlf well.e

Sdlenathrew up her hands. «Y ou win.e
*Wewin,* corrected Shimm.

Selenawas divided between laughter and exasperation as she opened the pand on the first medic tent.



Both fedings died as she saw six men and women. She closed the panel that the sight of Shimm not
frighten the wounded, though her own mind remained open to the Changeling aswell asto the prisoners.

Burns, some deep, some extensive. Bones broken by whipping Changeling tails or the convulsons
caused by nerverods and venom. Painful, ugly.

Thetent wastoo small for the eight cots. Selena eased her way up the narrow aide in the center of the
tent. One man saw her yellow eyes. He crossed himsdf and prayed incoherently. Because Selena's mind
was open, shefor thefirst timefelt the gut fear some normashad of parans. It was areflex as primitive
as breathing, asurge of adrendin in the face of the unknown, and a consuming admission of helplessness.

But not hatred. No, hatred came later. To someit came naturaly, in othersit was nurtured, but in al it
came after the fear of being hurt.

"I won't hurt you," said Selena gently to the frightened” man. "Don't be afraid. What you've been told
about paransisn't true. Thisiswhat a paran can be.”

As she spoke, Selena's hand brushed his cheek. Flesh knit and smoothed, the half-shut eye opened to
look again and closdly a Selena

"Yes, | am different from you," she said. "Fire and water are different from each other, but both have use

and beautty.”

Sdenafdt hisfear giving way to confuson.

"Youreinpain," shesad. "Your back..."

Confusion, then blank hopel essness. He knew he would never wak again.

*Shimm.e

*I'm here. And s0 are Dawn and Nova. Mist will guard us—and you.e

*Will you help me? It iseasier, much easier to hea now, but | till would enjoy your strength.e

*Of course,» answered al three. Then Dawn done, *Heisafraid. Can you calm him? It would make the
hedling easier and surer. WEll help.

Sdenasuddenly fdt again the radiating cdm and peace, which Shimm had given at their first meeting.
Only thistime Selena appeared to be the source. Gradually the lines of tension on the prisoner's face
faded.

"What isyour name?' asked Selena gently.
"Nano Torch. Tor."

"Tor, you know your back isinjured.”
I'macripple”

"Now, yes. | hopeto change that. Asyou guessed, I'm aparan. My greatest talent isthe ability to hedl. |
would liketo heal your body, but your fear of mewill makeit very difficult.”

He rubbed his hedled cheek wordlesdly.



"Y our cheek wound was superficial; your own body would have hedled it within days. Y our spineis
another matter. To hed it will take strength—and your cooperation.”

"What can | do?'

"The body has agreat knowledge of itself. This knowledge beginswith individua cdlls, thenistransmitted
to and stored by the brain. Injury, especidly to the spinal column, stopsthat transmission. But the brain
itsdlf 'remembers what an intact body is. Like aliving blueprint, the brain knows what your spine should
belike"

Without appearing to, Selenalooked closdly at Tor. She doubted that he fully understood, but &t least he
was ligening—and very nearly relaxed.

"A heder'sjobisto bridge the gap between brain and injury. Y our brain instructs me and then | tell your
injury how to hedl. | aso provide energy so you hed quickly.”

The soothing flow of explanation became an uninterrupted stream of comfort and a subtle suggestion to
deep. Willingly, Tor dept.

Sdenaand the Changdlings began their work. The healing demanded delicacy, but asthe injury was
essentidly smple their work was not exhausting. Under Selend's ingtructions the pads between spina
discsrebuilt themsaves and nerves stretched eagerly to regain former unity.

Inasurprisingly short time, Nano Torch was hedled.

Sdlenastood and smiled at the deeping Tor. In afew hours he would wake—and walk again.

"Y ou're Selena Chrigian."

Selena spun to face the voice behind her. She didn't recognize the woman who had spoken.

"IsTor redly in one piece now?"

"es"

The woman nodded. "He's aright man. Nasties sent him here cuz he liked a cross better 'n fool'sgold.”
"Do | know you?' said Selena.

"Nope. Half the world knows you. That trial was areal loop. Screwed business, damn near. No one
worked. Every flaming night for three weeks." She laughed suddenly. "Y ou fooled those buggers good.”

Sdenalistened curioudy. She could detect no hodtility, yet the woman wasin the uniform of Tien's
guerrillas.

"Why areyou—"

"Here? Well, don't know how soft ears might hold my story.”
"I grew up inthe Rillars—or Piles, aswecdledit."

"Don't talk likeit."

"Thank you. | spent along time making sure| didn't.”

"Yeah. | try, too. Wdll, I'm herefor owning a'Disorderly House and a House of ill Repute.” Shit," she



snorted, "my house was tight as a barracks and better known than any in the city. Only clean boysand
girls. Don't have no usefor adirty whore. Paid squeeze on time, didn't 'low dipsnapping, only A type
drugs. Chrig, | ran that place like an Earther Reunion!™

Thewoman sghed deeply. "It was politicswhat got me. Oh, | Sit the Nasties meetin’ every week, but |
didn't let my gutsout. | said yessr an nossir an kissassed and—ah, shit. If you lived in Pilesyou sung the

oNg.
"When the Humanistos—"

"Frigging Nadties," muttered the woman.

"—qot the power, they threw jail at you and gave the businessto one of their own.”

"Dead on. So | waslooking at thirty years of metal. Then the Nastiestold meif | did their dirt, they'd lose
the metal. Now | never sucked the shrill about parans. But | want out. So here | am; bone-busted and
lookin' a metd again.”

"Do you want to go back to Earth?"

The woman frowned. " Goddamn Nasties would screw me off for the take from aD typefix. But,” her
mouth turned down, "it'sdl | got."

*Shimm, ask Mark if hewill accept defectors.

Prudently, Shimm didn't inquire why she was the messenger.

*He will—if you trust them.e

"Y ou can jointhe colony.”

"What about them?"' said the woman, gesturing to the rest of the deeping prisoners.

"Arethere many like you?'

" 'Cept for that bugger." She gestured to anearby cot. "He's so Earther he shitsdirt.”

Selenalooked at the man; he seemed to be deeping. Drugged, probably. Head wound.

"Any who want to join the colony are welcome. Except Earthers. | don't trust fanatics of any stripe.”

Thewoman lifted her good hand to Selena. "Rub skin with MamaDit. Make that Dit. I'm clean now. But
promise | get apiece of the Nagties, first chance.”

Sdlends laughter woke the deeping Earther, but she didn't noticeit.
"Done. Would tonight be soon enough?"
"You'd hed me?'

"Right now. Relax. All you'll noticeisadeepy feding. Don't fight it. Y ou'll be essier to hed if you're
adeep.”

*Changelings?
*Ready .«



Dit'sinjuriestook only bare minutesto heal: clean bresks and bruises which her unaided body would
have healed, given time. Nonethel ess, Selenamade sure Dit would deep for at least two hours more.

*Done,* thought Selena. e Thank you, Changdlings. Y ou makeit easy for me.

*Not at al. Asthe Lucents hoped, Selena, you have become atrue Healer. We are honored to share a
Heder'smind.e

Sdenafelt vaguely embarrassed by the Changelings purr of praise, yet not embarrassed enough to
conced aflash of pride. She, too, had felt her skill increase as her mind ceasdessly sorted and digested
and learned. Every hour brought new—

A soundless cry of danger yanked Selenato the present. In old reflex, her body assumed a crouched
fighting stance, hands till and unevenly extended, eyes searching even as her body ducked and woveto
meet danger.

Selenafdt an arm lock with crushing force across her neck. Even as she choked her hedl raked down
her assailant's shin and her elbow drove deep into his solar plexus. A fluid twist through hisloosened am
and she broke free, right hand raised to chop across the attacker's throat.

Her blow never landed. Mist had dapped open the tent panel as he warned her of danger. Even asher
first blow landed. Mist lashed histail firmly about the prisoner's neck and yanked. The man crashed to
the floor between the rows of cots.

*Don't kill himt!e

*Oh?1 had him measured for a searfruit grotto. If you wish thistorlen dive, at least let me teach him the
cogt of hunting Changelings.s

Sdlenalooked into Mist's cold-crystal eyes and shivered inwardly.
*Don't worry, my little Hedler. | won't—.e

Whatever Mist wasn't going to do waslost with Mark's arriva. He pushed unceremonioudy through
Changelings and cots until he reached the center aide. He bent to examine the prisoner. Mist had
loosened histail grip enough that the man coughed and whooped with returning breath. His body writhed
with the desire to reach and kill someone, anyone. Metd flashed in his hand.

Mark stamped on the man'swrist asthough it were adeadly snake. Smultaneoudy, the dart on Mist's
tall sank into the Earther'sjugular. With adeep convulsion, the Earther died of Changeling poison.

Mark very carefully picked up the piece of wire which lay next to the dead man's hand. The wire was
thin, yet rigid enough to be driven deep into flesh. One end was honed to aneedletip.

"Earther assassin," said Mark. "Thetip is poisoned. If you'd been scratched, you'd be asdead asheis.”

Selenafet suddenly weak. She had been so sure that she could take care of herself. She'd even resented
having Mist on guard instead of helping to hed——

Mark's fingers probed gently on her abraded neck. She braced herself for around of I-told-you-so. She
had it coming, but she didn't haveto likeit.

Mark fdt her giffen.

"Sorry. Didn't mean to be so clumsy,” he said. " Just bruised, | think, but have Johnson check it."



Sdenafdt hisconcern for her, hisrdief, hislove—everything but the righteous smugness she hed
expected. Somewherein her mind knots loosened. She stepped into his arms and pressed closeto him.
Between kisses she murmured, "1 waswrong."

Mark held her, savoring the life which surged and danced and had so nearly died.

*Thank you, Mist, he thought as he buried hisfacein the black silk fragrance of Selenas hair.

Chapter Eleven

Selenawakened dowly and rolled over to snuggle against Mark. When she redlized she was aone, her
eyes snapped open. After little more than aweek, she was fully accustomed to not deeping or waking up
done.

"Mak?'

Her thought carried asharp edge of unease.

oI'mwith Stan. Get bregkfast and join us.s

Histhought trailed images of a Rynlon ship, cdlers, and no colonigts.

Sdenahurriedly pulled on her jumpsuit. She found the men squatting near the messtent drawing linesin
the dirt. She dipped into the tent for ahandful of fruit and nuts, then listened to them while she ate.

"—yproblem isthat, come pickup time, only one out of three callers are till working, and of those, only a
few have brought in colonigts,” said Mark.

"Y eah. Before Rhanett |eft, he tested all the callers we were going to drop. Mechanicaly, they tested out
fine"

Mark said nothing, but Selena sensed his mind describing, defining and andlyzing the problem.
"Selena, have any of the defectors mentioned seeing colonists?!

Sdlenalicked her fingers and rubbed them thoughtfully across the jumpsuit. "Not that | remember. But |
haven't redly asked. Could Tien'smen pick up caler sgnas?’

Mark looked at Stan.

"Well sure, | guess s0," said Stan. "If they had areceiver and were lucky. Besides, if they did pick it up,
they wouldn't know what it was. And if they wanted to find out where the signal came from they'd have
to be lucky enough to have two recelvers within the ten-mileradius, of the caler'stranamisson. Then the
guerrillas could triangulate for exact location. Otherwise, they'd spend days crashing around trying to find
the sgnd source"

"Unless" Mark said grimly, "Tien's men have a Rynlon wrist finder, know how to useit, and why."
"Oh Chrig," bresthed Stan. "I they do, the colonists are sitting ducks."

"Or dead ones. Do you have amap marking where you've dropped callers?’

"Sure, but it'sonly arough location.”

"How rough?'



"Haf-mileradius”

Mark swore. "Better than nothing. Get it Weve got to find out what's wrong with the callers.”

As Stan hurried away, Mark turned to Selena. " Do the Changelings have agood sense of smell?!
"l... wataminute."

Mark waited while Selena consulted Shimm.

"Not asgood asours," shesad findly. "On Change, there were only afew important smells: water,
manna, rock, and torlen. Searfruit in season and, of course, other Changelings. But Changeling minds can
discriminate among these things much more rapidly than their noses. Or their eyes. Their visonisgood,
or they'd kill themselves on therocks. But oursis better...more subtle.”

"Damn," saidd Mark. "We don't have ameta detector in camp. We could spend weeks thrashing the
forest for missing cdlersand never find one.”

"What about the scoutship detectors?”

"Cdlersaren't big enough to register.”

"Wish | had the wolves here," said Selena

"Why? If we had atrail they'd be useful, but | don't see—"

"They can cover alot of ground in alittle time. And they can do it without attracting attention. Give me a
shuttle and I'll have them here before dark.” Then Selena remembered the energy barrier which
surrounded the colony city.

"No problem," said Mark as he intercepted her thought. " I turned your animals loose before the shield
went up. There was no reason for them to be at ground zero if Tien dropsthe big one. They're safe, but
they'll be hard to find."

“I'l find them. Do you—"

The sound of shouting from one of the camp patrols came to them. Almost by reflex, Sdenaand Mark
joined minds and probed for danger.

Pain; sharp, piercing even exhaustion, driven by fear and the heavy smell of old dezath.

Asone mind, Mark/Selena saw the injured, exhausted colonist, and knew she was the only survivor out
of her group. Like a satdllite the colonist's thoughts sivung endlesdy about a caller, an ambush, near
death, and days and nights spent wandering.

Their minds separated.
"Y our deep patrols have turned more coloniststhan the callers,” said Selena.

"About three aday. Most exhausted, sick, or injured. Paran isfull of food and shelter, but they're too
incompetent to find it. Sweet God, they must have dept through their surviva courses.™

"Staniscoming,” Sdenasad.

lle?l



"Wes"
Mark waited with concea ed impatience while Stan explained the procedure for dropping callers.
"The point" said Mark finaly, "isthat the guerrillas probably have been on to the callers from the Sart.”
"Right. Some dipshit colonist must have turned over dl the plans.”

"The woman the patrol just brought in—which drop was she ambushed on?"

Stan was surprised at Mark's knowledge—the woman had been incoherent—~but he accepted it. He was
getting used to parans. "Near as| cantell it wasthefirst drop. About here” said Stan, pointingto a
foothill region of tiny lakes and extensive forest.

"Trying tofind aslent cdler in that messwill beimpossble”
Stan and Sedlenawaited while Mark made afew extrapolations.
"Did the ship's computer finish its westher program?' asked Mark.

"Yeah. Youll lovethis,” said Stan. "Big storm in two-three weeks. Snow down to two thousand fest,
melting back to about five. Snowfdl varying from two inchesto three feet. Maximum depths with
increasing elevation, up to—"

"In other words," cut in Selena, "this camp will be under nearly afoot of snow. Haf the colonists aren't
making it now, when they can literaly eat off the nearest bush. What will happen when snow coverstheir
lunch?'

"The colonists weretold to stay out of the high areas. No pickup sitesfor the shuttle up there," said Stan.

"Then why have our patrols turned up twenty-two colonistsin the last week? Thisis supposed to be the
only mountain campsite. There shouldn't be acolonist for fifty milesin any direction. They are supposed
to stay inthewarm, safe foothills, eating fruit and nuts and waiting for pickup!”

"Hunted animas head for high ground,” said Stan.
"l hope they freeze their stupid butts off," said Sdlena
"Any activity around the colony?' said Mark.

"No. They gave up fast. Probably their pet coloniststold them it was useless. A few guards scattered
around who test the fence occasondly are dl that's | eft.”

"Could you land a shuttle near the river and stay down for awhile without afight?"
"Probably. Surel could.”

"Good. Take Sdena. Land where shetellsyou—if it's safe, then stand guard while she bringsin the
wolves. How many can you get, Sdena?’

"Asmany aswe can feed here. They won't look for metd if they're hungry for mest."
"Y ou get them working and I'll worry about their bellies."

Selenaand Stan paused only long enough to pick up the carcass of one of Paran's deer-like browsers
from the hunting camp.



"'Someone's gonna be mad when they find their neardeer steaks gone for dog food," said Stan as he and
Sdlena heaved the carcassinto the cargo bay of the shuittle.

Selenalaughed; the same thought had occurred to her. "Let's go. Mark wants us back by dark."
"He expecting trouble?"
"Don't you?'

Mark barely noticed the shuttle's departure. He and Hugh were trying to figure out away of calling
colonigtsin without atracting Tien'sguerrillas.

"Look," said Hugh. "Why don't we send out some of our patrolsto look for colonists?!

"We may haveto, but it would be along, dow, dangerous haul. Hell, it would take yearsto get dl the
colonists that way. We don't have that kind of time. But go ahead. Send out Maria's patrol; she's the best
tracker we have. Tell her not, repesat not, to fight guerrillas unless she's cornered. Reschedule the other
patrolsto cover her absence. If anything comes up, you handleit. Y ou have as much information as|

do."

"That'sgoddamn little.
Mark grimaced. "I know."
"Where will you be?'

"Right here, physcdly. I'm going to seeif the Changelings can hep our information shortage. Maybewe
can find colonists—and guerrillas—without leaving camp or putting out callers. When Selena comes
back, shell have ashuttle full of wolves. Shelll handle them; you'll feed them. If Leaisn't assigned, put her
with Sdena. Someone should be with Sdenaw hen the wolves start turning up callers.”

“Why?

"I believe," Mark said tiredly, "that the callerswill be surrounded by dead colonists. It won't be pleasant
for her."

"Either Leaor | will bewith her."

"Thanks." Mark rubbed hisforehead distractedly. "Jesus, | wish Han hadn't taken all the working parans
with him. We could use them.”

"Heleft the best ones here”
Mark smiled wryly. "All two of us—and the Changdlings. Even Darawent with the last ship.”
"It wasn't her idea.”

"I know. The Rynlon wanted al parans off the planet. Can't blame them; they know they can dways sart
another colony, but they may never find another race of paransthey can work with." He shrugged.
"Thanksfor the crying time, Hugh. Now I'd better get to work."

Mark sent acdl to the Changelings and explained what he wanted from them.

Novaresponded for them. *We are here to help, but what you want is difficult. Onelife unit has not the
power to sustain dreamwalking in depth, especidly without Lucentsto direct us. But wewill giveyou al



that we have.s

*| can't ask for more than that. When can you be ready?

*Now. We have eaten and dept well. Have you?

*Aswell asI'mgoingto.

*Come to our mannarocks. It is protected here and comfortable.e

*For a Changeling it may be comfortable. If you don't mind, I'll stay in my tent on adeeping pad.

Changeling laughter rippled across his mind. *We are not fond of degping on cliffsather. Thereisaleve
green place where we all may stretch out. For dreamwalking we prefer flesh contact, or we would not
ask you to leave your tent.e

Mark wondered why the Changelings wanted physical touch, but he did not question the need. He had
tried to contact colonists on his own, and had gotten nothing but frustration. The unaware mind of the
normal colonist was nearly impossible to locate. He could—rarel y—sense their presence, but he could
not locate them, nor could he communicate with them.

Mark rolled up his deeping pad and |eft the tent.
"Quarreling so soon?’ teased Lea.

"What?" Then helaughed. "No. | haveto work closeto the Changdingsfor awhile. Did Hugh tell you
about Sdena?'

"Y es. When will she be back?"

"Beforedark, | hope. If sheisn't, come and get me. I'll be at the mannarocks. In fact, why don't you
come with me now and bring back some mannafor Selena?’

"Does shelikeit?' said Leaas shefdl into step beside Mark.
"Hardly. But shell need it.”

"What is she going to do?'

"Y ou know the problem we're having with the calers?!

"Hugh told me. Areyou surethat Tien's men are responsible?!

"Probability is better than eighty per cent, but we have to be one hundred per cent sure before we
abandon them. Stan will take the wolves and leave them near the old drop sites. They'll quarter the area,
trying to find the calers or anything e se unusud. Selenawill. .. guide them. When they find something,
shell know it."

Leawaked slently for amoment, then, "What are our chances?'

"Of finding the cdlers?'

"Of living," said Leabluntly. "When you and Selena start grabbing at straws, | get worried.”
"Straws?!



"Thewolves" said Leaimpatiently. "And scattering us across Paran. What good will any of it do? My
God, Mark. Y ou couldn't even trust the colonists enough to arm them. One gun for every group! Oh, it
all sounded good enough back in the colony, but—Damn it, | have aright to know what our chances are

Mark sfted through the fedlings which radiated from Lea. Some fear, of course; everyone with the
intelligence to count to ten was afraid. Anger, a counterpart of fear. Impatience with not knowing, with
being afraid when fear was unnecessary and secure when fear would be the intelligent choice.

Abruptly Mark decided.

"The city was a degath trap; perhaps three per cent chance of surviva. Leaving the city raised our chances
seventy per cent, if the callers worked and Tien committed less than two thousand people to Paran. The
calersdon't work; Tien has a least one thousand guerrillas on Paran with more arriving every fourth day.
Fortunately, the mgjority of the guerrillas are no more competent at living off the land than the colonists
are. But Tien doesn't care about |osses. From what the prisoners say, he's cleaning out Earth'sjails and
ghettos, putting Earther nsin charge, and waiting. For Tien, it'sachegp campaign. No supplies, so
no supply problem. No prisonersto take care of. No doctors for the wounded. No machines. Nothing
but alaser gun and aone-way ticket to Paran. If Tien wins, he getsa planet and ahero's hat. If he
loses... well, it'sacheap, palitically safe way to get rid of malcontents and a corps of deadly fanatics.
Win or lose, he consolidates his control a home.

"And right now he has better than a seventy-two per cent chance of winning."
"How long do we have?'
Mark shrugged. " Depends on the weather. Two, three months. Maybe as much asfive."

Lealooked curioudy at the man who walked beside her. For dl the emotion in hisvoice, he might have
been discussing protein radonsin synthetic foods. Y et for years he had risked hislife... Shetook adeep
bresth and touched hisarm hesitantly. "Thanks. Not knowing was driving me crazy."

"Y ou won't have to worry much longer. I'm ordering the main camp evacuated.”
"Why?

"We were supposed to coordinate the caller pickups. No pickups, no camp.”
"What will wedo?'

"Whatever the Rynlon tell you."

"You're not going with us."

It was a statement, not a question, and Mark didn't answer.

"The Changdings are here. With manna."

Leawaked up to the Changedlings without hesitation. She had lost her initia fear of them quickly, in fact,
she was fascinated by them. "Mark, would they mind being touched?"

"Would you?'

Leasmiled and rubbed her hand across Shimm's shoulder. "Just as| thought, hafway between suede and
veve."



Immediatdy Shimm'stail dipped lightly over Led's head, ruffling her short dark hair.

"| should have warned you,” said Mark. "Our hair intrigues them. There are no textureslikeit on

Change"

"l wish..."

What?"

"I wish | could communicate with them.”

"Youjust did."

"I mean like you or Selena. When Han cracks the sear-fruit, I'll befirstinline.”
"Notif | canhelpit.”

Lealooked up, surprised at his harsh tone.

"Searfruit can't do anything for you that training cant—except kill you. If the Rynlon want to fry their
brainsthat'stheir problem. But if Han starts handing out searfruit to colonigts, | will personally seethat he
getsthefirst dose."

L ea gathered manna and stuffed it into the many pockets of her jumpsuit. Before she finished, Mark tried
to explan.

"Lea, I'm sorry. But if you had felt even apart of Selenasagony... and for nothing. Nothing! She could
have been taught al that searfruit burned in her. She knows that now. If you don't believe me, ask
Sdena And ask Selenaif shewould doit again.”

"I don't have to. She hastoo much to lose, now." Leastared at Mark intently, but the tired, lined mask of
his face didn't soften. She stowed the last of the manna quickly and hurried back to camp.

With Leaout of range, Shimm switched her attentionsto Mark. When he protested having his hair
ruffled, she deftly, gently flipped him to the ground.

*Shimm, you overgrown torlen bait, I'm hereto work, not wrestle.s

Mark looked into the changing hues of Shimm's eyes and swore he could hear her laughing. Ddliberately,
her huge tongue licked over hisface.

*Shimm! What's gotten into you?
No answer, but another long lick.

Mark sputtered and buried hisface in hishands. Shimm began to nibble delicately aong hisribs, tickling
him unmercifully, and al thewhileradiating an irressibleinvitation to play.

At length, Mark gave in. He peered through his fingersto take abead on Shimm'stail. When it swept
into range, he dove and wrapped his hands around it.

*Gotchal* he crowed. He started to tie her tail in aknot, knowing that while he'd never succeed, he'd at
least give her something to think about besides nibbling on hisribs.

A throb of gpprova rose from the watching Changedlings as he joined in the play. When it seemed certain



that Shimm would soon have Mark pinned and hel pless, Nova casually wrapped histail around Shimm's
nearest leg and pulled her off balance. Soon al the Changdings were aswirling, rippling mass of play, yet
cautious not to hurt Mark with their own exuberance.

Hints of vulnerable spots surfaced in Mark's mind. He thanked Mist and put an armlock on Shimm's
head. With agleeful laugh he tweaked the corners of her lips. Shimm's neck bulged as shetried to
didodge him, but he hung on until Novastail dragged him away.

In ashort time Mark was panting and helplesswith laughter. The Changelings alowed him to escape, the
better to concentrate on each other. Mark watched them leap, turn, and wrestle as though dancing under
the direction of amad choreographer.

In afew minutes Shimm left the melee and offered herself asabackrest. Gratefully, Mark relaxed againgt
her.

sIt'samiracle Changelings ever reach full growth,e thought Mark as he watched the hurtling massin front
of him.

*Wedid not hurt you thought Shimm anxioudy.

*Hell no. | only wish Selena could have been hereto help me.

*Or me! For one so small you are strong..e

Mark smiled lazily. «Servesyou right. Next time I'll tie abow with your tail..e

Shimm'slaughter was till rippling through his mind when Novajoined them. Though Mist and Dawn
were only minutes behind, Mark barely noticed their arrival. The dow rhythm of Shimm's breething, the
warmth of Paran's sun, and abody relaxed by play combined to make his mind pleasantly stuporous.

Without his conscious avareness, afuson formed around hisfloating mind. He felt abuoyant strength he
had never known, adelicious ease of purpose. And patience, the patience of iron filings waiting for a
magnet. Resting, waiting, eager yet passive.

There, faint currents of sentience in the amorphous sea of life which was Paran. Swiftly the fusion entered
the current, did smoothly to the source of sentience.

Sources. Many minds, smooth as water-rolled pebbles, impermeable as neutron stars.

Carefully, Mark turned the stones over in hismind, discarding those impossible to reach, concentrating
on the remaining two. There was a haunting aspect to them, aflavor of familiarity, of—

Hughand Lea.
With asigh of gpology, the fuson released them from scrutiny and expanded once again into waiting.

At someleve Mark sensed time and movement flowing, filings drifting, hoping, waiting, diding toward
new currents of sentience, new stones, impermesable, impossible; movement-waiting-diding-regecting,
wait-dide-no, wait, wait, wait—

A bold current of sentience broke over the fusion, sucked their waiting minds close, held them, yet
drowned their desire to communicate in an outflowing call.

*Sdlena, agreed the fusion.



Impulsively, Mark tried to see. The Changelings responded with more energy.

Ripples of green-gold grass, dark shapes panting, metallic taste of shuttle, awoman whose mind leaped
and burned like the sun.

The scene wavered and guttered, aflamein afitful breeze. Time and energy flowed as the fusion gained
experiencein thisnew way of using their mindsto see.

The cdl stopped, setting them adrift again. Asone, Mark and the Changelings made alast effort to see.

Two wolves, running beyond endurance, running toward the call that had stopped. Abruptly Mark knew
what had happened. He abandoned attempts at seeing and focused on Selena. Contact was swift, for her
mind was no longer cdling. sMark! What isit?.

*Two wolves. | don't know how far away, but they're killing themsalvesto get to you. Can you—.e

Mark found himsdf talking to the fuson; Selenawas gone. They sensed another call, strong, yet changed.
The urgency was gone; inits place was praise and a soothing promise. When the cdll finally ended ina
celebration of greeting, thefusion drifted away.

But there was a difference; where before they had floated buoyantly, dmost playfully, now it wasan
effort. They were anking gently, inexorably, back to their bodies.

Mark opened his eyes and stretched. The parts of hisbody which weren't numb were sharp with pain.
Herolled away from Shimm and onto his ssomach. From the angle of the sun, he knew most of the day
had passed. It had seemed no more than an hour. «Isthat how you spend your waiting time in the
caverns»

*Y es. Dreamwalking and true deep.e

o can understand the deep. I'm beat. And frustrated.» Mark sensed the Changelings surprise at his
discontent. «But you saw! And you gave us sight. That isagift the Lucentswould envy. The eyesof a
human have marvel ous subtlety .«

Mark mulled over the significance of the Changdlings words. Obvioudy, an anima which evolved largely
in cavernswould have little use for sight as humans knew it. The Changelings had vison now, of course;
they'd lived aboveground for along time. And they attached great importanceto light, astheir names
showed. But eyeswere still not asimportant to them as they were to ahuman.

*That'sright.
Shimm'slazy thought startled Mark; he hadn't realized he was thinking aloud.

*And after searfruit,» added Nova, swe had even less need of sight and smell. Even hearing logt its
former primacy. We could sense torlen—or any other important object—much sooner with our newly
awakened minds that with our eyesor ears. Y et our eviction from the caverns of Change made light—but
not sght—the watershed of our species. The Lucents never attempt to see in dreamwalking; Sght seems
gmall return for the energy used.e

For our purposesit's damned important,e thought Mark wearily. «If | can't mindtalk with the people |
find, | haveto at least locate them so | can send apatrol or shuttle out.

*We can do nothing now. We are tired and worry makes your mind dense. We must deep and eat
before we Dreamwalk again.e



*And wrestle? thought Mark wryly.

Thetip of Shimm'stall ruffled hishair. sPlay lightensthe mind, little friend. Y ours was a heavy stone.
Now deep before | put my tail around your neck and squeeze you into silence.e

*Theword issrangle.
Skim looped her tail loosely around his neck.

*All right, al right. I'll shut up,» thought Mark, then he chuckled aoud as Shimm'stail uncoiled and tickled
hisear.

The pattern of true deep, eat, and dreamwalk repeated itsalf for the next four days. It was frustrating,
exhausting work. No matter how he and the Changelings strained, they could not identify the minds they
sensed, much lesslocate the mindsin time and space. On the afternoon of the fourth day, the fusion
dissolved.

eItisof no usetotire yoursdlf further,» Novatold him. «Only Lucents are capable of the kind of
dreamwalking you seek .

Mark's shoulders dumped. If he put callers out blindly, colonists died in ambush. If he didn't put calers
out, colonists died of hunger or cold. What he needed was—

*Changdlings. Y ou need aplanet. Werelosing thisone. If your kind will help, especidly the Lucents, you
can have Paran as your new home.

The four answered as one. *What would we do with an entire planet? Changelings need mannaand
rocks. Humans need plants. Give us Paran's deserts, caves, and rocky reaches; keep the soft-tumbling
green places as your own.e

*You'l get abetter dedl than that. How many Changelings would be willing to fight for anew home?
*Many thousands, if you can reach the caverns of Change.
*How many can we feed now?

*Up toforty, if we are dlowed to hunt. Mannaflourishes, even without our encouragement. Within six
weseksit can feed us dl, human and Changeling.e

*God, mannawill take over the planet!» Mark felt the Changdlings ripple of amusement.
*We contral it. Whenitistime, mannawill deep.e

*Glad to heer it. I'll tell Rhanett to get the shuttle ready for arun to the ship. Y ou four do whatever is
necessary. I'll give you a call when Rhanett isready to lift for Change.

*Only Mist will go. Someone must guard Selena, and you, and the manna.

*No argument about the last, thought Mark, with visions of Paran covered by a six-foot depth of silver
manna

Mark found Rhanett standing watch outside Selenastent. In the time Mark had spent with the
Changdings, Sdena had guided the wolvesin their search for callers. The results had been unpleasant.
Mark put the matter out of his mind and concentrated on Rhanett. s\When isthe next ship due?



*Tonight.

Rhanett's thought was dow, but clear.

*That little? Chrigt, we still have one ship in deep orbit. And not enough live colonigtsto fill ashuttle.s
eIt grows colder.e

*Winter isone storm away,» agreed Mark. «It will cool off the guerrillas, but it will crucify the more
helpless colonists. And every four days one of Tien's shipslands.s

*You're sure?
*Yes. We can sense them.e
*Can't an ambush be arranged

*Only if they land close enough. No; asthingsare now... I'm giving orders that the camp be evacuated.
Tell the ship that's coming that it isto take everyone in the camp to Rynlonne. Y ou're going to Change
with the ship we have now. One of the Changelingswill go with you. Pick up every Changding that the
ship can hold and bring them back here. And make it quick. We need them. Now.e

Rhanett |ft to notify Stan and the incoming ship of the changed plans. In hiswake Mist moved with
incomparable Changeling grace. Mark took over as guard at Selenas tent.

*She'sawake. Go to her; I'll guard.e

Mark jumped at Shimm's unexpected appearance. He wasredlly too tired to be much use.
Selena opened her eyes and smiled wanly as Mark entered the tent.

"Hungry?' hesad gently.

"l... no.| couldn't eat."

Mark looked more closely and saw the grim lines around her mouth.

"You foundthelast cdler," hesaid.

She nodded.

Reductantly he asked, "Any colonists?'

"Ten. All very deed.”

Mark drew Selenacloseto him, hating himsdf for what he had asked her to do. The last four days had
been excruciating for her. Prolonged searches ending aways with the sght and smell of death. Even
viewing the scenes through thefilter of awolfs mind didn't hel p; the wolves had akeen sense of smell.
Too keen. Many times Selena had come out of trance gagging. He didn't want to ask any more
questions, but he had to.

"Know any of them?"
Sdalenashuddered. " couldn't tdl.”

Mark rocked her dowly in hisarms. "It's over now, Golden Eyes. It'sover. Go to deep.” He held her



and murmured until he felt her body relax in deep. Gradually he eased her onto the deeping pad, cursing
himsdf for her agony. Only when he was sure she dept did he stretch out beside her and fdl into
exhausted deep. Even the sound of the shuttle accelerating through the atmosphere didn't waken them.
Shimm lay across the tent entrance, 0ozing satisfaction that her charges were together. Soon, she, too,

dept.

Asnight deepened, only Nova's unwinking crystal eyes moved in the dark campsite. He sensed the
wolves ranging outside the camp, sniffing, prowling, searching for intruders.

But the only intruders were of the mind. Selenathrashed and cried out as a gruesome parade of long
dead colonigtsfilled her dreams. Dazed by deep she yet searched for and found Mark. The touch of
living flesh reassured her, and she dept again.

Chapter Twelve

"Have you seen Mark?' said Stan as Selena emerged from the tent.

"No. Can| help?'

"If you could, uh, cdl him..."

Sdenayawned inddicately as she sent a questing thought.

"He'swith the Rynlon, pilot," she said after amoment. "Meet him in the cargo bay."
"Thanks," said Stan and hurried off to the shuttle landing area.

Selenarubbed her eyes and yawned again; one night of broken deep hardly made up for three days of
no deep. Maybe food would help.

She got to the breskfast tent just as Hugh finished dismantling it,
"What's going on? | come here for bregkfast and—"

"Try the blue sack," said Hugh. He telescoped the tent ribs and stowed them in the pockets which were
part of the tent.

Sdlenarummeaged in the blue sack. She munched on fruit and neardeer jerky and eyed the fast vanishing
camp.

"I have afeding | dept through something,” shesaid mildly.

"Didn't Mark tdll you?' said Hugh as he stacked the tent on top of a pile of camp equipment. "Were
evacuating. Everyone except Mark and the Changelings." With the last words Hugh dropped the
pretense of being too busy to talk and waited for Selena's reaction.

Hewould have enjoyed it, had he been able to intercept it.

Her thought brought the three Changdlingsto their feet with ululations of surprise.
Mark was not surprised. He excused himsalf from the puzzled Rynlon.

*It'stoo dangerousfor you to stay.e

Had Sdlenanot been so upset, she would have wondered at the lack of vitdity in hismindtouch. Asit



was she assumed that he was giving her theimpersonal camp-leader routine again. Shewas il furious,
but damped it nicdly.

*And what about you? Her thought was redolent of sweet pliable innocence.

Mark didn't notice. It was as though his mind were amachine, emotionlessly following its program. <All
superfluous personnd are being evacuated to Rynlonne.

*Superfluous,e repeated Selenacamly. Too camly.

*Superfluous,e he confirmed. «I've spent the last four days with the Changelings, trying to contact
colonigts, or at least locate them. The only one we could locate was you.e

Histhought warmed perceptibly with the memory, which only angered Sdenamore.
*The Changdlings said that with more Lucents and life units, we might succeed,s he continued.
Sdenas mind exploded with images of wrath which legped like arcs of flame, inchoate.

But Mark caught enough: he was anidiot; an inconsiderateidiot at that, and above al an arrogant idiot.
Just because he failed was no reason to assume that she was superfluous. «Did it ever occur to him that
he should go to Rynlonne and let her stay with the Changelings?

*No. You'l suffer no morefor my mistakes.e
Mindtouch ended.

Sdenasfury crumbled; she hadn't meant... hewas so bleak, s0... Sheworked frantically to disentangle
the clot of thought/emotion/innuendo which the few seconds of mind-touch had communicated. He
thought that Paran as an Earth colony was dead, and with it the hope of eventually bresking Tien'shold
over Earth. Perhaps Paran might be saved for the Changedlings, at least they were willing and ableto fight
for it. Hefelt respongible for the past desths—and for the ones which wereto come. Animplacable
determination that Selena should not suffer further and probably die because of his own bungling, hisidiot
dreams.

And the images cascading—allifetime of work telescoped into arude mountain camp melting away
before his eyes. The bright burning dream of Earth's children going out to the stars changed to ashes and
the taste-foretaste of death, his own.

He had fought too long and too done.

Sdenasface glistened with silent tears. She felt Hugh's arms go around her comfortingly.
"I'm sorry, Selena. | really thought held let at least you stay.”

"He's sucked dry," she whispered. "And | wasthewors."

Hugh made an intuitive legp worthy of his profession. "No, Selena. Mark... Mark never had to ask for
help, so he never learned how. And the rest of us—well, the rest of uswere damn glad to lean on him.
Y ou were the only one who gave more than you took. Y ou renewed him."

"I did ashit poor job, then." She rubbed her hands across her eyesimpatiently. "But I'm staying. | learned
to ask for help; hell learn, too. Or hell get it without asking." She smiled crookedly a Hugh. "Don't look
s0 skeptical, Doctor. Remember | oncetold you that Change was a big planet? So is Paran.”



"Leaand | had the same idea. Why don't we just—"

"No, Hugh. Please. Take Leaand get on that ship and help the Rynlon and send your children out to the
dars. Then... if Earth ever grows up—"

"And what about you? Aren't you planning to be around? Maybe Mark had the right idea. Get everyone
the hell off this planet and—"

"Y ou're forgetting the Changelings. They deservetheir chance. They, at least, are willing to fight for anew
home"

"And you?'
"I'mfighting for Mark." She hugged Hugh suddenly. "Goodbye, Hugh. Tdll Lea..."

On an impulse, Selena closed her eyes and concentrated on him. A bemused expresson came over his
face asimages of himself and Lea soared like sunrise over clouds of uncertainty and gathered into a
blazing disc of life.

By the time Hugh shook off the wonder of mindtouch, Selenawas gone.

The last shuttle load of equipment had been lifted. A hushed group of colonistiswaited for the shuttle to
return. Mark looked over the colonists, searching for one person. He had been too rushed to seek her
out, and he knew she was angry. His efforts at mindtouch had bounced off her unwillingnesslike hail off
rocks. Y et he hoped that she would yield enough to let him touch her once more...

"Looking for someone?’ said Hugh.

"Haveyou seen her?"

"Not sincethismorning. | waswith her when you cut her off."
"When |—"

"Cut her off. Banished her. Told her to get lost so you could suffer in noble solitude. But it doesn't matter;
you couldn't have kept her better if you tried.”

"What in Chrig'sname are you talking about?" he said findly.

"Ask Sdena”

"l will—assoon as| find her."

"What happened to mindspeech 7"

Mark'sfull lips narrowed to aline, then twisted with something like pain.

Hugh remembered Selena's words and berated himself for kicking adowned man.
"I'm sorry, Mark. Y ou did what you thought wasright. Selena disagreed.”
"Whereisshe?' he said tonelesdy.

"I don't know. My guessisthat shetook awalk."

"You let her go off done! That shuttle going up and down is agoddamn beacon—every guerrillaon the



planet will be crawling in thisdirection.” Mark smacked his hands together in frustration. Then apologized
wearily. He knew Hugh hadn't "let" Selena do anything; she'd do what she wanted and screw the
CONSequences.

*Shimm.e

*Yes?

*Is Sdenawith you»
*Novaand | are guarding her.e
*Bring her back to camp.e
*Shedocsnot wishiit.e

*Bring her back.e

Mark waited impatiently for Shimm'sreply. He didn't like it when it came, though Shimm had shifted to a
forma, eminently tactful gpproach.

*Sdenaindicates that the colony has been disbanded; therefore, sheisunder no obligation to you as
colony leader. Should you chooseto cal upon her admitted persona obligation to you, she would
regretfully and with greet affection decline.

L et metak to her.

After the ship hasleft for Rynlonne, she will be delighted to resume—.e
*Goddamn it, Shimm! | don't want her to diele

Shimm gpproved of the sentiment, but didn't budge.

*And you, Shimm. Do you think I'm wrong, too? he demanded.

o[ am not human, nor do | understand your relaionship. | do understand Selena: she will fight anyone
who tells her she cannot live or die with the being she loves. She has aformidable mind. If you chooseto
convince her of error, we Changdingswill not interfere. But as one who considers hersdf your friend, |
would advise you to wait until you are better rested. In your present state of mind—.e

*—I'd get my tail tied in aknot.e

Mark frowned and examined the dternatives as rapidly as hisfatigue alowed. When he heard the shuttle
braking through the atmaosphere, he was torn between rage and arelief which only angered him more.

*Tell Sdenashe'swon,s he thought coldly.
*She does not consider it avictory, nor should you consider it aloss.s
Mark broke thelink, but not before the acid of his rage and frustration seeped through.

Shimm lashed her tail in pain. Hurriedly, Sdenaapologized for Mark. *He hurts, Shimm; he didn't mean
to....e

*| know. No more than you meant to lash usin your Becoming.e



Shimm shook off thelast of her headache and turned to practica matters. *We must move further from
camp. That's the twelfth shuttle flight today. Even the most stupid torlen head toward an occupied cavern.
Send the wolves deep into the mountains. The camp no longer needs guards.e

Shimm ignored Selend’s protest by the smple expedient of bounding over rocks and around trees at a
dizzying peed.

When the Changdling findly dowed, Sdenarisked bresking in.

*What about Mark?

*Novawill bring him after we have found awaiting place. Until then, Dawn guards him like amate.

"Sheld better,” muttered Selenato hersalf as she sent the wolves far from camp. She clung to the harness,
for Shimm had increased her speed again in defiance of the rugged country they crossed. Then, the
Changedling ran even fagter, heedless of the shifting evening light and steep broken country. Selenaclosed
her eyesto ditsasthe cold wind clawed over her face.

Selenawas on the verge of requesting adower pace when Nova appeared alongside his mate. Shimm
made subtle adjustmentsin her stride until Novawas so close that his bright skin touched Sdenasleg. In
flawless unison the Changelings | egped, wove and raced La celebration of their skill matched against the
intricate land. Selenafdt their soaring pleasurein the play of muscle and the rush of blood, sensed a
specid rapport between them, a communion beyond her understanding or complete sharing. Y et she
knew it was good.

Like Shimm lying outsde their tent, she gpproved.
It was along time before the pace dowed.
*What'swrong?

*We've come to agood waiting place.

Sdlena unwrapped aching hands from Shimm's harness and |ooked around. Paran's moons gave enough
light for her to see that the rocks of highest elevation had given way to asmal grove of treeswhich grew
just inside the head of asteep ravine. A small spring gave water, the trees gave cover, and the
surrounding rockfields were proof againgt any but the most determined guerrillas.

It wasindeed agood waiting place.

Sdenadid off Shimm, staggered dightly when her numb feet hit the ground.
*That was quite aride, Shimm.e

Shimm fairly vibrated with agreement.

Sdlena dretched and laughed ruefully as her muscles complained of ill treatment. *Now why don't the
two of you run each other'stail off and bring Mark here.s

oIf I left you done. Mark would feed meto the torlen.e
*And I'd help,* added Nova.

I'm safe here. | haveagun, and if—.e



*Help me with the harness,» was Nova's only response.
Sdlenatook the harness off Shimm and put it on Nova

*Now go to deep, Sdena. If you hope to help your mate, you'll need the strength and patience which rest
givese

Selena shrugged out of her backpack. Novawasn't the only one worried about Mark. But there was
nothing she could do except shake out her deeping pad and tarp, rub the harness marks off Shimm, and

deep.

When she awoke, it was to sunlight filtering through trees and quiet munching sounds. She looked up and
laughed doud—Shimm looked like sheld suddenly sprouted silver whiskers. With ashow of dignity,
Shimm licked the vagrant wisps of mannafrom her lips.

Then Sdenaremembered.
*Where are they?
«Safe. Adeep at the other edge of the trees.e

Selena crawled out from under the protective tarp. She pulled a handful of mannaout of her pack and
walked to the moss-bordered spring. She put the mannain the spring, counted fifty, and retrieved her
breskfast.

From where she sat, Sdlenacommanded aview of the grove and surrounding rocks. Below her the
mountain plunged in furrows of granite and tenacious trees down to adistant, hidden river. The sllence
was S0 absol ute that her quiet chewing seemed an avalanche of noise.

Ddicatdy, Sdena sought the Changdings, as she suspected, they were degping. With asmile sheleft the
Spring. Shetiptoed past Shimm, picked up her distance lenses and gun, and climbed quietly to the rocks
above camp. There she hid to watch the approaches to their camp.

Except for ahunting bird, nothing stirred in dl theland.

Satisfied, Selena settled back to finish her breskfast.

Many hours passed before she spotted the silver shape of a Changeling moving around camp.
*Nova, isMark awake yet?

*No.*

There was adistinct aura of satisfaction about Novas thought.

*What did you do—rap him on the head with arock?

Ripples of humor, then, «It isamethod we use to control cubs. Far better than rocks.

Sdlenawas both disgppointed and relieved. Sheredly didn't rdish facing Mark, yet she hungered for his
presence.

*Wewant to search the areafor landing sites. Will you be dl right until we return? Thereisno sentient life
nearby.e



Sdlena curbed her tart rejoinder and settled for amild, sDon't bresk your neck on the rocks.e

She watched the Changelings blend into the rocks to vanish as completely as dew under a hot sun. For
exercise, shetried to Sft the surrounding ravinesfor traces of hodtility or fear; the Changding method of
standing guard. But it was usdess. Unless someone was actively hunting her, she had as much chance of
catching their thoughts as catching fish barehanded in amuddy river.

Sdlena shifted her position. The sun was uncomfortably warm asit reflected off the boulders around her.
She gavein and returned to the grove.

The sound of water flowing made her redlize she wasthirsty; she had left her canteen in the camp.
Eagerly she knelt by the tiny creek which flowed from the spring. Though the creek was no wider than
her hand, its water was clean and cold enough to make her teeth ache. She drank gratefully, then
unzipped her jumpsuit and fanned air across her hot kin. 1t was hard to believe any danger existed on this
gtill warm autumn day. The sky was aturquoise shout of joy echoed by the umber dance of leaves and

megnified by the parkling air.

Memories of the last few days clashed with the silky moment, filling her with restlessness. She roamed the
grove amlesdy, then returned to the spring. Mark had wakened, then dept again. He made no moveto
contact her. That hurt, but it was the gamble she'd taken when she decided to Stay.

Sdlena pitched pebblesinto the tiny spring and tried to control the cold which seeped through her in spite
of the warm day. Maybe he had wanted her to leave for other reasons, maybe he wastired of more than
fighting; maybe sheld better leave him done. Maybe—

A handful of pebbles crashed into the spring.

Maybe she had better get it over with. Regardless of how he fdlt toward her, the Changelings needed
both of them.

Sdlenamoved dowly toward the end of the grove where she sensed Mark to be. The danting light made
leavesinto serrated orange flames and the stream winked diamonds at her reluctant feet. Everywhere
about her drifted the scent of plants spreading and stretching toward the unexpected warmth. For a
moment her will faltered—it would be so niceto lie beneath the gentle pressure of sunlight and drink the
lyre song of water diding to adistant sea.

Mark was awake.

In an unconscious reflex she had learned before speech, Selenaclosed her mind behind an impregnable
wall of will; not so much asaflicker of awareness escagped to reach a receptive mind. She knew nothing
of her reection, for al of her attention was on the man who lay at her feet. His eyes were closed, he made
no move to acknowledge her, yet she was sure he was awake. With each breath he drew the sunlight
moved softly over hisback, defining muscles and turning each hair into adiscrete flame.

The chill increased until Sdenafet numb. She could not lie down beside him, could not savor the
changing textures of his strength, could not so much aswhisper her love.

Sdenafelt suddenly weak. She hadn't meant it to turn out thisway, to end as she had begun in numbness
and fear. She bent her head and sank soundlessly to her knees, waiting for the strength to escape from
thiswaking nightmeare.

Mark's hand closed over hers, pulled it to hislips, caressing. He could not know her thoughts or fedlings,
for her mind was closed.



"When the Changelings brought me here, they asked mewhat | would have doneif | wereyou," he said
dowly. "They were very tactful, but they wanted to understand why | was angry that you would not leave
me. | had to tell them that | would have done exactly asyou, and that that waswhy | was angry. They
were kind enough not to laugh in my face. Instead, Nova gently made me deepy, hoping that | would
regain sanity when | woke. | have.

His eyes opened in ajeweled flash of green and he searched her face for aresponse. "Y ou have every
right to shut me out, Selena, but I'd hoped..."

He rose and kissed her lips gently, gently, asthough she were afragile crystal which would shatter at a
too-ingstent touch. Hislipstold her of longing and loneliness as deep as her own, of needsrooted in the
body which flowered in the mind. Shereturned hislight kisses until redlity shrank to the movement of his

body on hers.
Sdlenarummaged in Mark's pack until she found two pieces of fruit and apiece of jerky.

"Fruit or jerky?' she said over her shoulder.
"Mmmph."

Sdlenalooked up to discover that Mark was half adegp. She knelt next to him and dropped the fruit on
his chest.

"Hey, lazy man. Y ou said you were hungry.”

Mark took her hand and nibbled on her fingers.
Sdenasmiled. "Y ou could get into trouble doing that."
"Redly?1 thought your name was Sdena”

Sheruffled hishair and laughed. "Y oureimpossible.”
"Nope. I'm very easy."

"Bluff cdled; and raiseyou.”

"That won't be hard.”

"It better be."

Sdenaawoke in awarm tangle of arms and legs. The late afternoon light winked through the leaves and
across her eyes. Sheturned back and snuggled against Mark's warmth, trying to ignore the ingstent
noises her ssomach made.

Mark chuckled. "There's some fruit around here somewhere.”

Sdlenalooked around hopefully, then sighed as she redlized it was out of reach.
Mark groaned and got up to retrieve the fruit.

"Whileyou're up," began Sdenainnocently.

"I know," helaughed. "How do you want your manna— dry or soaked?"

" Soaked, count of fifty."



Sdenashivered suddenly. Without Mark, the afternoon wasn't very warm. She found her jumpsuit and
put it on hadtily.

"Thanks," said Sdenaas she took the dripping mannafrom Mark. "I think."
"Wish we could build afire," muttered Mark as he shrugged into hisjumpsuit.
"It was your edict, oh, greet leader, that no colonists wereto build fires”
"Don't remind me."

"Besdes, the Changdingswould skin usfor advertising,” said Sdena.
"Where arethey?"

I'm sure at least one is on guard somewherein the rocks.”

Tactful of them,” hesad.

"And prudent. They redly didn't know what to expect when you woke up."
Hisdow grin made Sdenalaugh.

"And," she added, "we haven't exactly encouraged interruptions.” She chewed her mannaabsently. "I
suppose wed better cal them in. Novaand Dawn were scouting landing sites this morning, and—"

She stopped as lines of pain drew the peace from Mark's face. She laid her hand gently on his cheek,
smiled as hislipstouched her wrigt.

"The Lucentswill hdpus™" shesad. "I know they will."
"It'snot usI'm worried about,” he said wryly. "It'sthe colonigts.”

Mark pulled Selena closer to him, kissed her, then said reluctantly, "Y es, wed better cal the Changelings
in. Together."

Sdenamerged her mind once again with his. Each time there was anew beauty, aflower unfolding afew
more bright petals of knowledge and love. Their call was redolent of peace and the power of increasing

rapport.

Within afew minutes, the Changdings glided into camp, their eyes dight with the pale glow of the setting
sun. Shimm'stail looped briefly around Mark and Selena, then the Changelingslay in atriangle around
them, asthough to warm themsdves by afire.

*They arelondy without Mist,» thought Mark to Selena. *We were sdlfish to shut them out.e
Sdlenarubbed Shimm's head and asked the Changdling.

*When Novaand | ran together, were you shut out? responded Shimm.

ol shared what | could. For therest, it was enough that you and Novawere enjoying yourselves.

*In that, Changeling and human are dlike. We may not understand the full nature of the other's pleasure,
but we are pleased nonetheless.

Mark relaxed against Novas warmth with an unabashed yawn and snuggled Sdenaagaingt his shoulder.



In minutes, dl but Dawn were deep in deep.
On the next day they awoke to a cloud-draped sun. A thin, sharp chill permeated the air.
"So much for summer,” said Sdenaregretfully. Then, "Where are the Changelings?’

"Growing manna. Or rather, keeping it from taking over. The light—or something—at thiselevation
makes manna go quietly berserk. Thank God it doesn't multiply by spores, or seed!"

Selena peered through the trees. Where afew days ago had been only rocks, today was an undulating
carpet of manna.

"Mother of usal! Do they need any help?'
"They said nowhen | asked.”
"l hope the manna doesn't get away from them. From here, it looks agood dedl less than 'obedient." "

Mark smiled. "At least we don't have to worry about feeding the Changdlings. I'm going to tell Rhanett to
bring every Changding he can get hishands on.”

Sdlenamuttered something about mixed blessings and went to dunk her breskfast in the spring.

Later she and Mark explored the field of manna. Close up, they saw that the carpet was by no means
solid. Wherever pockets of |leaves had been collected by the wind, or lichen clung, or any of thetiny,
tight-matted plants flourished, the manna grew no closer than arm'slength. Apparently something about
organic matter—Iliving or dead—wasinimica to manna

"That'sardief,” sad Sdenafindly. "I know the Changedings can control this stuff a home, but | was
getting worried about Paran.”

*Shuttle overhead. Very low.e

The Changeling warning sent everyone running for cover. A low shuttle could spot them againgt the bare
rocks. And it was too soon to be a Rynlon shuttle.

"Givemealeg up."

Mark boosted Selenainto the branches of atree. She scrambled higher, braced hersdf against the
swaying tree, and pulled the distances lenses out of her pocket.

"Can't see anyth—there. A shuttle dl right. Heading in the direction of the old camp.”
"Rynlon?' yelled Mark over the shuttle's booming trail of sound.
*Doubt it. Wait... Shimm saysthey sense no Changelings. Must be one of Tien's—.

Eveninther distant mountain camp, Mark and Selena heard the discrete thunder of bombs exploding.
Sdlenamourned for the beautiful valey devastated by unexpected fire.

"I hopeto Christ no colonists were nearby,” said Mark into the sudden silence.
"The Changdings would havetold us; they know when inteligence dies.”

"That lets out most of the human race.”



Sdenaignored hisdark humor. "Could we be picked up on an infrared scanner?’

"Hell, yes. But it wouldn't do them any good. How would they know whether we were guerrillas or
colonigs?'

"Would Tien care?"
"We better pray he does," said Mark as he lifted her out of the branches.

Sdenafrowned; sheand Mark and afew Changelings might be able to e ude scanners by staying within
the natural heat camouflage of the grove, but there was no way that alarge group of Changelings could
avoid detection.

"Sorry you stayed?' he said hesitantly.

Selenarubbed her fingers through his unruly hair and kneaded her mouth againgt his. For along moment
she held him, then laid her lipsagaingt his pulsing neck.

"That will give the scanners something to register,” she said.

Mark held her even closer until an excited Changeling thought distracted them.
*Migt! Migt and Changelingsl

*How long thought Mark and Sdlena smultaneoudy.

The answer was an image of the sun straight overhead.

*So soon? Weve got to find alanding site for them.e

Novas response was amixture of anticipation and laughter. «While you two played, we found three
gtese

"Let's hope the guerrillas dropped al their bombs on the old camp,” said Mark for Selenaaone.
The Changdlings entered the grove in alegping, racing mass.

"| get the feding they're happy about something,” said Sdenainnocently.

Mark was too worried to answer. Hismind rapidly devised and rejected plans.

I've got to talk with Rhanett. Help me?" he asked Selena.

*Of course, my love.e

Together they concentrated on Rhanett. The Changelings sensed the cdll, and boosted it. Rhanett's
surprise and pleasure warmed their minds, but Mark cut the greetings short with an gpology.

*Weve got a problem, Rhanett The guerrillas are using bombs; they just dropped aload on the meadow
camp. How many Changelings do you have»

*Twenty-two: four life unitsand Six Lucents.e
*Tha many! They must be hanging out of the airlocks.e

*Not quite, but not far away.»



*That means at least five shuttletrips, possibly Six.e
oIt will be dangerous, but—.e

*But nothing. After the second trip the guerrillas will be over you—and us—Iike another skin. We have
just three sites, and—Rhanett, can you make that shuttle hover close enough to the ground so that the
Changdlings can jump?

Mark got theimpression of difficult, very difficult, but possible. Sdenaremembered the speed and skill of
Rhanett's hands at the shuttle controls. «If anyone can make that hunk of metal dance, it'syou.e

Rhanett's response was both laughter and pleasure. ¢l hope o, beautiful one, | hope so.¢
*Beautiful one™ thought Mark in aswift asde.

*Rynlon vison isdifferent from ours.

*Not from minele

*Then you'l lovetheir women.e

Rhanett felt Mark's laughter even though his thoughts were serious. ¢If you can hover, then you can
deposit each group of Changelings far enough apart to confuse the guerrillas. Y ou won't have to repeat
the drop areas even once.e

*How will the Changedlingsfind you?
*Built-in radar.e

Sdlenaamused hersdf wondering how Rhanett's mind trandated Mark's cryptic comment. Apparently
there was no difficulty, for Rhanett agreed to the new plan immediately.

*Good, thought Mark. *Now, get out your ground map and concentrate on it. More. Harder.»

Sdlenaand the Changelings boosted Rhaneit's concentration. A dim picture of the map formed in Mark's
mind.

*That'sit. Werein the twenty-third sector, two-thirds up the highest peak. South side. Got that?
*Yes.e

Imagine a crescent with the bow of the curve resting near the southern base of the mountain, and the
two horns pointing away from us, toward the first camp. Good. Make the first drop at the top of the
bow, subsequent drops on aternating sides of the curve. Thelast Changdingswill have further to go, but
if the guerrillas catch on, they'll look inside the crescent first. One last thing—are any other Rynlon ships
coming here»

*Yes. Fhainisbringing one of our biggest ships back. It carries five shuttles, eight scouts, and personnd.
Also defensive arms. She should be here before | return from Change.e

e|sFhain paran?
*Morethan,. far lessthan you. Don't worry my friend; mindtouch won't frighten Fhain.

The mindlink dissolved, freeing Rhanett for the delicate work of bringing Changelings close enough to



ground to legp safely from ahovering shuttle.

Sooner than expected, Changelings came bounding into camp. The first moments of greeting were
uproarious. Sdenaand Mark waited until things were calmer before ducking through the milling
Changdlingsto add their own welcometo Mist.

Sdenadidn't recognize thelife unit which had followed Mist up the mountain, but she knew from the
quality of Shimm'sddight that the new Changelings were from Shimm's own cavern, friends sncethey
roamed as cubs over the jagged rocks of Change.

Within an hour, five Lucents silently appeared. Three of them Selenaremembered as soon as her mind
touched theirsin greeting. Mark joined minds with them tentatively, then with greeter reassurance ashe
felt the ease and ddlicacy of their mindtouch. They had apiercing clarity of mind, like animmense crystd
bdl ringing indill ar.

*And you are asthe sun rising, radiating power and warmth. Sdenaiswell mated. Together you will light
the darkness between the stars.

o'll settlefor lighting afire under Tien'sguerrillas.

The Lucents laughter was as clear astheir thoughts. «Mist told us of your problem. When you arc ready,
we will dreamwalk this new planet together.

*Good. But firgt eat and rest. Y our journey was a strange and crowded passage.
oIt was dl of that, and more.
"What do you think of the Lucents?' said Selena curioudy as she watched them leave for the mannafield.

"Mindspeech with them is an experience. A pleasure, too. They are unlike mated Changelings. In some
ways more powerful, clearer, definitely more precise, yet..."

"Lesscomplete?’

"Asfar asemotions, yes. They don't have the range of alife unit. But now | know how you survived the
searfruit. Lucents comprehend desth, and in comprehending it, helped you to choose.”

"| certainly made them suffer for it."

Mark smiled and put hisarm around her shoulders. "They're strong.”
"Strong enough to find colonists?”

"l hope so. I'm even beginning to believeit.”

It wasfull darkness, unrelieved by so much asadiver of moon, before the last Changdlings arrived and
Mark had a chanceto test his hope. Clouds had congeded over the land and the camp braced itsdlf for
the birth of winter.

Mark and Selena adjusted their jJumpsuits so that only their eyes were unmuffled by the warm cocoon of
Rynlon ingenuity. When they werefinished, they joined the waiting Changelings.

Six Lucentslay in a crescent before the humans. In back of the Lucents, thefive life unitslay shoulder to
shoulder likealiving slver fan set with forty large and flawless diamonds. All the Changdings were well
fed, well rested, and in a papable good humor. Tails dithered and dapped with the passage of unheard



jokes. Even the Lucents had anear lilt to their mindtouch.

Mark and Selenalay down in front of the Lucents. Theirresistibletide of companionship and humor
swept them up until they bobbed like corks on smiling waves of Changding thought.

The links of mind with mind grew stronger, stronger gtill. Their bodies, the grove, the rocks, the mountain,
al doughed away, leaving avareness floating free, waiting for the current which would signd their minds.

The difference in sengtivity between four Changelings working with Mark, and twenty-six Changelings
working with Sdena/Mark was the difference between wood and atuning fork. Almost immediatdly they
fdlt the subtle currents of other minds. Swiftly they found the source, examined theimpervious shdlls
around the minds, and consulted each other.

*Thistime | know we can reach them,» inssted Mark.

*Yes, but inwhat shape will their minds be afterwards? We have the strength to smash their shells, but do
we havethe skill to leave their mindsintact?

*S0 near...» Sghed Mark. Before, | saw them as pebbles—solid, polished, impossible to reach. Now |
know they can be reached, even asthe meat of anut can be reached by breaking the shell.»

*Perhaps more Changdingswill give usthe ability to crack these shdlsddicatdly. | would prefer thet to
smash-and-pray.

*Youreright... Well haveto do it the hard way for now.e

They merged again, and willed sght.

Like ghosts seen through rippling water, agroup of humans appeared.
Sdena/Mark concentrated, drew strength from the Changelings, and willed.

The surface of the water calmed, the figures solidified into agroup of ten colonigts. They were obvioudy
hungry, cold, exhausted, and discouraged, huddled together in the chill comfort of thelost.

Asthough the sight of them triggered something deep within Selena, her mind stretched even further.
Something drew her to three of them, something impersond yet familiar, compeling.

Pan.
One colonigt's hand had been badly burned by aforbidden campfire. Another hobbled on makeshift

crutches, trying to relieve his swollen ankle. Thethird, in haste to drink from astream, had taken a
shortcut through a patch of nettles; her face and hands were swollen large by poison.

Almogt reflexively, Sdenaheded each injury inthe act of cataloguing it. The colonists surprise was
surpassed by Mark's.

"How in God's name can you hea amind you can't even reech?”’

*Hedling haslittle to do with their minds. It isamatter between brain and body. And their brainis
accessibleto aHedler.»

Finefor them but not very helpful to us. Short of visualy backtracking from them to us, how canwe
locate the colonigts for shuttle pickup?



*Ask the Changdlings; they have arapport with theland which is beyond ours.s

Mark asked. The answer was smple—and frustrating: like visual backtracking, it could be done, but only
at great cost. Inthe end, it would barely be more efficient than sending out patrols on foot. It would be
better to seek lessimpervious minds, or wait until more Changelings arrived; then more mindswould be
accessble.

*Until then, let's continue dreamwal king,s thought Selena. «At least we can heal theinjured.e
*Only after we look at them,e inssted Mark. «Goddamned if | waste energy on guerrillas.

And s0 they continued floating, diding, probing shellsin theincreasingly forlorn hope of reaching the mind
ingde, willing fight, and hedling until their own bodies could no longer beignored.

Sdlends eyes opened to aworld of moving, sifting white. The rocky folds of the surrounding ravine broke
the force of the storm, but they could hear its distant scream over the exposed flank of the mountain.

"We're going to be buried,” said Selena as she watched the snow patiently envelop leaves and small
plants.

"No help for it. | hope the Changdingswill bedl right."

" Shimm once told me that a Changeling could deep on ice and wake up warm. Shelll get the chanceto
proveit."

Mark smiled crookedly, but was obvioudy lost in thought. " Something bothering?' said Selena

"Y es. How could the Changelings nudge avery distant, dien raceinto roaming the galaxy, while we cantt
even reach the minds of our own kind on our own planet?’

"Was there a difference between four Changelings and twenty-sx?"

"Yes. Morerange and power."

"Sx timesmore?"

"At leedt.”

"Then imagine many, many thousands of Changelingsinterlocked in dreamwalking.”
"I can't," he said bluntly. "But I'd give my arm to walk with them.”

"I have abetter usefor that arm,” laughed Selena. "Now let's eat and deep. There are more luckless
colonigtsto heal tomorrow.”

They awakened at noon to aclear, wind-bright sky. Y esterday's snow stirred wetly beneath the pressing
wind. Had the snow been lighter it would have quickly buried the camp in drifts. Asit was, Sdenaand
Mark had to dig their breakfast our from under afoot of clinging snow. They ate their frigid mannato the
accompaniment of erratic plops of snow dipping from heavily burdened trees.

"Lookslike the weather computer missed,” said Selena. 'It's already thawing."
"Good. | don't like the idea of tracking colonists through snowdrifts.”

"Giving up on dreeamwalking?'



"Not yet. But | till haven't worked out agood way to locate the colonists well enough to send a shuttle
after them."

"The colonigts aren't completely helpless. They have eyes enough to spot mountains and to see where the
sun rises and sets and maybe even where the moons are. If they can tell usthat, Rhanett can get ashuttle
to them. Besides, don't the wrist finders have a compass?’

"Nothing so primitive," said Mark wryly.
Sdenaexhaed along plume of whiteair. "Well, one thing has worked out,” she said.
"What'sthat?'

"Manna" Her hand traced an arc over the rockfields dotted with feeding Changelings. "Even the snow
didn't discourageit. But," she grimaced, "why does manna have to have the taste and texture of
freeze-dried kel p?'

"The Changdlings don't seem to mind.”
"l am not aChangeling,” shesaid firmly. "But if | eat much more mannal just might grow along tail.”
"Your tall ispretty niceasis.

"Just pretty nice?' she said threateningly and dove a his chest. Mark grabbed her and they rolled
laughing and grappling into anearby snowdrift.

They had forgotten that Changdingsfind wrestling irresstible. Within seconds, sixteen Changdlings had
joined the fracas. It wasn't long before Mark and Selenawere helplesswith laughter. The Changdlings
then ignored them in favor of more active quarry and treated the humansto the sight of four life units
gpraying arcs of glittering snow as they raced and legped in unison over the rocks.

Asbefore, play merged imperceptibly with dreamwalking. Interlocked minds searched and hedled and
hoped and days passed in an unheralded flow of light and dark until a ship from Change arrived.

It was Fhain who responded to their mindtouch.

*Can you redly feed dl the Changelingswe Rynlon bring»
sYese

*Then wewill empty every cavern on that hell planet.s

Fhain's skill with the shuttle proved amatch for the rugged terrain. By fours and fives Changelings leaped
from shuttle to ground and began the steep journey which would unite them with their waiting kin. They
ate, dept, and joined the dream walkers. Seeing became easier with each shipload of Changelings, but
weeks of effort brought little reward. The results of mindtouch with the few reachable colonists were
frudrating.

The colonigts refused to believe the messages of their own minds. Hunger, fatigue, hdlucination, al were
used to rationalize away the unprecedented contact. And the few who did believe were functionaly
useless. They had neither talent nor knowledge in the ways of mindtouch. The one or two who could
convey smple sun positions could not convince their friends that a shuttle would arrive when no caller
summoned it. No one would leave a safe campsite for the open spaces where a shuttle could land,
especialy when the shuttle was obvioudy the creation of atired, frightened imagination.



The tempo of Rynlon ship arrivalsincreased. Now every second day aship arrived packed with
Changdings. The distance of the drop sites from the mountain camp increased, yet the Changelings found
their glent way up the mountain, rested, and poured their strength into dreamwalking.

*Regt, came Sdlenasfirm thought. «I'll direct the dream-walking for awhile.

Mark separated hismind from the Changelings, reinquishing to her the focal point of Changeling strength.
Immediately Selenawas swept from her body into the massed awareness of the Changelings. At dmost
the same moment, twenty L ucents entered camp and immediately interlocked with the dream-walkers.

Asthough acritica mass had been reached, Sdenafelt the nearest group of colonists with microscopic
clarity. What had been first impermesble rocks of awareness, then hard shells enclosing minds, now
gppeared asfragile, imperfect shells through which delicate tentacles of mindtouch could reach.

Thefirst message was as smple and profound as warm arms cradling a newborn baby. It was amessage
of love and care, amessage to quiet the legping fear of the unknown.

With breathless care they waited for aresponse. It came as a soundless cry of confusion and hope—and
pan.

Asone, thelife unitswithheld their strength, then patiently increased it by incrementsto the threshold of
their contact's pain. Selena surrendered the foca point to the Lucents, who had greater experience with
bringing mindsinto full avareness

She watched their thoughts surround the nascent mind like ajewe ed spird. There they waited for an
unknown signa. Selena sensed the colonist's acquiescence, histremulous feding of hope and wonder,
and the Lucents cam reassurance that they would press no further than he desired, would teach no more
than hewished to learn.

Sdenafollowed theintricate, subtle shifts of light which flowed erratically up the spird. Gradudly she
sensed a pattern in the seemingly random surges of light. The pattern became more than intriguing; it
became a hypnotic, compelling dance of minds. She opened hersdlf to its rhythm and took her inevitable
place.

A new, jeweled center of light blazed on the spiral, coaxing, encouraging, praising the mind which
cautioudy tested the strength of the sustaining spird. With increasing confidence the mind reached and
twined itsalf along the rising curves. Further and higher it wound, until half the spird radiated the mind's
emergent presence. Y e more jewels shimmered above, glowing curves receding to infinity. Mind
stretched and longed, but could not reach.

The spird flashed out of existence, leaving no memory of itsdf to haunt the colonist with unattainable
heights. It was enough, and more, that a new mind touched theirsfreely where before had been only a
defengve dhel.

*Will he be all right? asked Selena anxioudy, remembering her own terrible confusion when she awoke
from the searfruit.

*We are not searfruit; we did not claw his mind unwilling from its cavern. He stretched asfar asdesire
and ability alowed. Heis changed, yes, but not helpless.s

*Good,* thought Selenatiredly. «We haven't the time to nurse him.e Her candor did not shock the
Lucents; in their own manner they were supreme pragmatists. In slent agreement, Lucentsand Selena
concentrated on another colonist. The spira grew and died twice more before Mark's insi stent thoughts



pulled Sdenaaway.

*Y ou're supposed to be adeep, Mark. What's wrong?

o| rarely deep for aday, unless Nova decides I'm in need of arest cure.

*A day? It seemed no more than an hour or two....e

The vitdity and crigoness of his mindtouch made her redlize how ragged her own was.
*How do the Changelings do it? Weeks, month's, awhole incredible winter of this.

Sdlends plaintive thought made him chuckle. I doubt that what you've been doing is ordinary
dreamwalking. And in spite of al the mannaweve consumed, we lack the Changeling metabolism. Or
haven't you noticed that we actualy eat more than the Changelings?

But Sdenawasfar too tired for adiscussion of metabalic differences. With agrateful sgh she gave
hersalf up to deep.

Mark joined the Changelings. Though somewhat prepared by the images which had seeped past Selenas
words, hewas still shocked by the quantum legp in power of theinterlocked minds. It was like going to
deep by astream and waking by ariver inflood. Tentatively, then with surging ddight, hismind drank the
river of strength. As Selena had, he watched, learned, and participated as minds stretched to awareness,
dept, then joined their recent teachersto touch new minds. Each awakened colonist poured strength into
the river, adding depth and savor to itsflow.

Time was measured not by cycles of light and darkness, nut by fluctuationsin theriver's power as
Changdings and humans withdrew for rest and food. New snows came and went, dusting motionless
bodies with the bold crystals of winter until the grove resembled awhite sheet lumped and wrinkled
where Changelingslay beneath.

Only once did theriver falter. A second sun rose briefly and died over Paran'sfirgt city. The anguish of
three minds torn from flesh flamed over the river of minds, disturbing itsflow, rippling it with discrete
dropsof individua thought.

The city.

Gone.

Small bomb.

Enough.

Scanners. Another bomb?

Theriver turned, redirected itsflow, deliberately sought a hostile mind. Hunted, pursued the mind
relentlesdy, and the result was an Farther n.

The Lucents separated, washed over the mind, examined it minutely.
*Thisonewill never know the spird.e
Mark/Sdenaagreed. *He would diefirst. Or we may haveto kill him ourselves. But now we must see.

A campsite. Tired men and women deeping, their assassin leader on guard. No shuttle, nor sign of one.



Sdlenareached out and brushed the assassin's brain. With a surprised look the Earther dumped into
unexpected deep.

The river withdrew, sought other hogtility, pursued, and examined. Another n dept, and the hunt
passed on, reentless. At last an assassin was found who piloted a shuittle.

They killed her without warning.

And continued to hunt. When four shuttle pilots lay dead, Mark/Selena withdrew. But not before the
L ucents compassionate thoughts reached Selena.

eItisdifficult for aHeder to bring desth. We have had to kill our own children. We know. Take what
comfort you can with the knowledge that four desths ensured athousand lives.e

Sdlenathanked them, but their words could not remove the sickness which permeated her. Mark
wrapped her body and mind in love, was close while the sickness raged, comforted her when the
sckness dacked.

oI'vekilled before, came her weak thought, <but never likethat, so... dying and dying and...s Her
thought ended with broken laughter. «Y ou wereright, Mark. The Lucents understand deeth. They ought
to. They... | don't know why I'm... I'd kill asmany as| haveto... | want to live and be free with you...
The Changelings need.. .

Mark merged his mind with hers, gathered her lashing thoughts, shared their pain, and accepted her.
When hefét her strength return, he sifted her thoughts for self-hatred, but found none. If he could accept
and love what she was, she could also.

*We must go back,s he thought reluctantly. «It's not finished.
*Will it ever be™

The river grew without regard to sun or darkness, gtillness or storm. It flowed ceaselesdy, absorbed
tributary Changelings, flowed swift and degp and potent to an unknown end. In the river's backwash and
eddies, guerrillas and colonists dlike surfaced to adifferent redlity. Someleft theriver and met Rynlon
shuttles. Others waited, floated, then plunged their new awareness back into the current. Changeling and
human interlocked with increasing skill and strength beyond measure.

Yet for al its awesome power, the river of minds was gentle. It beckoned, rather than demanded;
desired, rather than forced. When theriver's course brought it to minds which refused or were incapable
of change, theriver flowed on with neither retribution nor regret.

Inflowing minds grew from atrickle to astream increasing. The river and time flowed ever faster, wider,
draining the continent of willing minds, gliding people to safety, isolating others on sdf-built idands of
hatred, until finally no new mindsremained.

A change came over theriver; power became latent, current relaxed; the river paused and rested, and
murmured to itsdlf.

Over?
Yes.

No. Tien.



Other ships? Other shuttles?
Of course.

Now or future.

Inevitable.

Yes.

Theriver of minds reached and currents tightened, surged between closing banks of Lucent will, raced
whitewith energy.

Now.

Mark/Selena dammed the river, rode the curling, climbing white energy, drank its power, led it through
ebony cold to the light of another sun.

Tienwasin his conference room, glaring at the Ear who sat transfixed in her chair.
"What isit, Ciral?" he snapped.
"Paran,” shewhispered. "My God... canit belikethat?'

"Speak up! Isthereatraitor here?' he said, Saring at the suddenly pale men and women which lined the
conferencetable.

But Cird didn't answer immediately.

Tien looked at her staring, sightless eyes, and felt cold currents over his spine. He reached out and
dapped her once, twice, until she remembered where she was.

"Isthere atraitor here?' he demanded again.
"None of these people. They refuse to be reached, asyou do. But | can't helpit; I'm areceiver."

Cird trembled, whether in fear or some other emotion Tien neither knew nor cared. He shook her
roughly.

"Tdl me"

"I have amessagefor you," shesaid dully. "A shipload of Earther assassinswill arrive within aweek.
Paran doesn't want them.”

"What?"
They say Earth should et the fruits of its own hatred.”
"They?Who arethey?'

"Many minds, o many."

"Aliens?" he demanded with rising voice.

"I... Theword has no meaning. Mind isuniversd.”



Tien swore obscenely, but Ciral continued as though she hadn't heard.

"They say you will cease dl attemptsto attack Paran. Immediately. Y ou will cease persecuting paranson
Earth. Immediately. Y ou will cease propagandizing againg so-cdled diens. Immediatdy."”

Tien'slaughter was asbrittle asthinice.
"You'd like that, wouldn't you, Cird? Now, if your slly little act is over—"
"Or die”

Tien'shand closed into afi<t, but before he could lash out he found himsdlf faling hel plesdy to thefloor,
pardyzed.

When the other council members would have rushed to hisaid, they, too, werefelled by pardyss.
In the sudden silence, Cird's words came with unflinching clarity.
"Your paralysisistemporary. It could be permanent Or fatal. The choiceisyours.

"You, Tien, are ademagogue. In as much as asingle person can be held responsible for mass actions,
you are blamed. From you we take the power of speech.

"From the others we take nothing. They have merdly licked the feet of power; they would lick ours, could
they reach us. It isther nature.

"Do not fear for your power, Tien. Wewill not claw Earth unwilling into our future. Nor will we permit
you to claw it into your past. If you are wise, you will readjust your power base, find something other
than hatred to bind your organization. If you are unwisg, if you continue to use your power against us, we
will take that power from you, and with it your life.

"Choos2"

Tien was rdeased from his paralysis. His pae lips formed words, but no sound followed. In despair he
nodded his head.

With asoundlessingathering of will, the river returned to its source.

Mark and Selena awoke to a grove changed almost out of recognition. Humans and Changdlings lay
adeep on the snow, numbers beyond their desire to count. Asthey watched, seeming snowdrifts stirred,
then exploded as the Changelings benesth rose in search of food. Other humps of snow exhaled plumes
of whiteair; the Changelings benesath dept comfortably, asimperviousto cold asthe humansin their

Rynlon jumpsuits.
"Seep on ice and wake up warm," she murmured.
"But siff," came Mark'srueful reply.

Sdenasmiledinvisbly behind her enveloping clothes. Only her eyeswere uncovered. With aquick
motion she pedled the protective mask back and shook her hair free.

"Ahh, that fed s better," she said asthe cold air freshened her skin.

"Much," agreed Mark, removing his own mask. "Now | can give you a proper good morning.”



Sdenareturned hiskiss, and laughed when his beard tickled her lips. They lay against each other inlong
embrace, savoring being close and safe. "For now," Earth remains; even dreamwalkers cannot reverse
decades of hatred and fear."

"Not dl a once; in time Earth will change. We made agood beginning.” Memories of theriver of minds
flowed from him, and of the rich haven the river had won for human and Changling aike. His lips brushed
hers, his breath warm and sweet on her mouth. "A good beginning indeed,” she murmured as she drew
Mark down to her.



