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Prelude

Carrie dept lightly, on the edge of wakefulness as dways when Elise was working at Geshader, the Alien
Pleasure City. Despite the deeping pill and her sgter's menta block, vague images from Elise drifted
through her degping mind, interweaving themsaveswith her dreams.

Once more dwarfed by the size of her parents, she tossed and turned in a swesat-soaked bed, moaning in
agony asthey and the doctor probed and pressed the livid bruises on her back and arm, looking for a
more seriousinjury that didn't exist.... for her. Then they thought to check her twin.

They found Elise gtting placidly with her right arm & an impaossible angle and blood from the lacerations
on her back dowly seeping through her clothes into the sofa. She had been the one who had fallen out of
atree.

Carrie had hardly felt the sting of the hypodermic amidst thefirein her back and arm.

"It's the damnedest thing. Her sister has no sense of pain,” she'd heard the doctor's voice boom as she
began to dip into unconsciousness.

"It hurts" shewhimpered, stirring fretfully in her bed.

Mongterslurked in the fever dream, lizards of gray-green on two legs, lumbering dowly after her witha
ponderous determination as, utterly terrified, she fled down echoing corridors.

"Stop!" The voice was low and sibilant, the English dis-torted by a tongue not made to form the words.
She hesitated, every muscle still poised for flight, staring back to where her pursuerswaited for her.
"Tdl uswherethey are hiding," one demanded.

Aninvisble hand closed vicioudy on Carrieswrigt, non-retractable claws pressing into her flesh. She



jerked free, her other hand pressed to her mouth as the scene blurred.
"Vategans," she moaned, drops of blood pearling on her wrist and dropping to the coverlet.

She dreamed again of standing shivering in her under-wear as she sowed her clothesin the small locker
beside the coffin-shaped deep pod, the chill caused by more than the lack of heating inthe cryo level.
Then lying down on the form-shaped interior, waiting for the medic to come and at-tach her to the
life-support and cryogenic systems.

Carrieglanced at her brother Richard before turning to grin nervoudy at Elise through the clear perspex
Sdes as sensor pads were attached. Their parents hovered at the ends of their pods, anxioudly waiting”
until al three children were safely adeep.

She jumped as a hand touched her.

"Don't worry. It'sonly asedative to hep you relax," smiled the crew woman, fixing the smdl adhesve
patch to her arm. "Next thing you know, you'll be waking up in orbit around our new home.

"Just to remind you, the system is automatic so there is very little you have to do. If you turn your head to
theright, you'll seeit's printed on the plague there.

"The main thing to remember when you wake up isto pressthat red button to release the pod cover, then
take off the sen-sors. After that, you'll hear the instructions on the speakers.”

Already she could barely make out the woman's voice.
"Seep soundly, children. | loveyou,” wasthelast thing she heard her mother say.

The cover did into place over her and she began to drift gently, imagining hersalf surrounded by a soft,
warm, gray mist.

Suddenly she was jolted to awareness by the sting of the hypo on her sster'sarm.

The drug swept through Carrie's system, burning itsway adong her nerves, setting them on fire until her
whole body was convulsed with spasms. Shetried to fight it, to open her eyes, but al she could see were
colorsswirling around her until her somach was heaving with vertigo. Shefet herself dipping...
dipping...

"Mother " she had screamed, her mind and body trapped in the dow time cold hell of cryogenics, unable
to do any-thing as shefdt at last her mother's blind terror at waking too soon.

She could sense her besting futildly at thewals of the cryo pod, trapped like a butterfly transfixed by a
pin as shetried desperately to activate the release mechanisms that were locked in stasis.

Her mother's movements quickly grew duggish, finally scopping asthe limited air supply in the pod ran
out.

"Mother! Don't leave me!" Carrie screamed, desperately fighting the effects of the drug that thistime
dragged her down into darkness.

Carriefet hersdlf pushed and pulled in every direction. Scaled facesloomed at her out of the dim light,
clawed hands grasped at her, pawed at her, making her flesh recoil from their sharp, cool touch. She

stumbled against bodies that thrust her away to fdl to the ground, only to be dragged to her feet again.
Noise surrounded her, loud, sibilant voices shouting. Like the images, the sounds faded in and out with



her consciousness.

"We haveto fight them, Carrie. | can't do it passively like Dad. I'm leaving to join the guerrillas. The
Valtegans are soldiers, not civilians, and they're Alien. We can't apped to their better nature because
they haven't got one.

"I'm leaving now, tonight, for Geshader."
"Geshader?But..."

"Dont try to change my mind, Carrie," Elise warned quickly, "it's made up. As one of the women in their
plea-sure city, | can get close to the officers, athing no man can do. And once I'm with them, I'm sure |
can get accessto dl sortsof useful information.”

"But to become one of the prodtitutes... and with them! How could you?”

Elise gave her awry grin. "Come off it, Carrie. It's the oldest profession going, and the women from
Geshader that I've talked to say it isn't that bad.

"Itisn't asif we can't kegp intouch. Thereésour link after dl."
"You just take care, for both our sakes!"
"Do you mind too much? Y ou know the risks we face, don't you?"

"I know," Carrie nodded, "but you're the one taking the redl risks. I'll cope somehow. Jack Reynoldsis
used to us by now."

"At least you didn't pick up much when | waswith that lad from Segport this spring,” her twin grinned,
"so with any luck you'll be spared my ‘working experiences.' "

Her voicefaded, leaving only theimpression of the grin behind.
"It'sthe only way | could fight them, Carrie.”

Figuresjostled her again, dark red light on pallid skins, rough claws digging into her arms, drawing blood.
Again, every nerve flared with excruciating pain and shetried to arch her body away fromit, but she only
succeeded in crack-ing her head against the wall. Stunned, she heard her own scream asif from far away
as her handstried to grasp for something concrete—anything—to help her hold onto red-ity. Shewas
aware of asudden warmth running down her right arm. Blood.

Shock and fear brought her briefly out of her twin'sworld of pain. Blood. Dear God, there had never
been blood be-fore!

Footsteps pounded dong the landing and her door burst open. Dimly she saw her father and brother
gtanding there, their faces blanching when they saw the state she wasin.

Shelifted her head up from the floor and tried to disentan-gle hersalf from her bedding but only
succeeded in dipping in her own blood.

"They've got Elise," she said, her voice made blurry by drugsand pain.

While the pain continued, she knew that Elise was ill dive. When that stopped, her sster would
probably be dead. Carrie began to whimper again, alow-pitched animal sound. Pain flickered through
her body, but it no longer seemed to burn o fiercely. Shelay there unthinking for the moment, thankful



for the brief respite, while knowing the worst was not yet over.

Two days before, the Vategans had seized Elise; two days and nights of torment for Carrie. Her one
comfort had been the knowledge that nothing they could do would make her sister reveal anything about
the Terrans resistance move-ment on Keiss,

Elise was not particularly brave, it was more that she pos-sessed no sense of pain. Born the stronger of
the two, she had never had to suffer the hurts of childhood. Instead, in some strange way, it was Carrie
who had suffered the agonies of her twin's broken arm, or the fever of someill-ness. Asin the pat,
Carrie was the one suffering now.

She could fed Elise, afaint but unmistakable presence in the depths of her mind.
If I want to survive, | must remain detached, Carrie thought. Blank. | must keep my mind blank.

Sowly, shetried to edge out the consciousness that was Elise, pushing her sster down from the surface
of her own thoughts. The response wasimmediate. Waves of fear began spreading upward, catching her
unaware and pulling her back into that other life.

She cried out, flinging herself from side to sidein an ef-fort to escape the welter of pain that began to
course through her fever-wracked body. Would they never stop questioning Elise?

Strong hands grasped her, pressing her down, but still she thrashed from sideto side.
"My God, she's got some strength!”

"I'm afraid we might lose her, Peter. Even if she doesn't go catatonic as she did after the death of her
mother, her sys-tem can't take much more.”

The voice sounded faint and far away, receding farther un-til dl the redity she knew wasthe awful shriek
that echoed inside her head.

Abruptly, it stopped, and the terrible emptiness rushed in. That part of her mind where Eliselived wasa
void. There was no more pain or fear, just emptiness. Total panic overwhelmed her and she began to
scream.

"She'sdead! Eliseisdead!"

All reason |eft her. Sheignored the fedings of disintegrartion as mentaly she stretched herself thmly in
every direc-tion, searching frantically for something to hold on to. Never since the moment of her birth
had her mind been hers alone. Elise had aways been there. Racing through every part of her mind, she
checked over and over again, unable to be-lieve her sster was gone, but there was nothing. Not atrace
remained.

She opened her mouth to scream her disbelief—then stopped in astonishment. Like afaint glow from a
dying can-dle, she could fed something in the corner of her mind. Shereached for it, nuraing it carefully,
hardly daring to hope, but the thoughts were totaly dien to her. Mentaly she drew back, feding the blind
terror surging in once more, but the new persondity clung to her, refusing to beignored. Against her will,
shefdt herself being held and examined. In return, she could senseits surprise a the contact.

Asif it understood her fears and terror, it began to reas-sure her, sending only thoughts of comfort and
friendship.

Exhausted, Carrie began to relax, |etting a sweet lasstude steal over her. Within moments shewas



adeep.
Chapter |

A shaft of sunlight pierced the dirty broken window and crept aong the rubble-strewn floor until it
resched him.

In the sunbeam, motes of pollen and dust flickered and danced along itslength. At first, from the depths
of deep, hewas only aware of avague discomfort around hisface. Thisfeding grew until findly, brought
to the threshold of wake-fulness, he sneezed violently. Now fully aroused, he breathed deeply and began
to stretch every muscle, trying to rid himsdlf of the stiffness and tension caused by severa daysof living
rough. He winced, dmost crying out with pain as he tried to move hiswounded leg.

Extending hisfingers, he began to explore the injured flank. Severd pieces of metd from the explosion
had ploughed a deep furrow in hisflesh, and the surrounding skin was angry and swollen. Gingerly he
touched it, fedling the heat of the swelling. He knew the wound needed to be properly cleaned because
despite his ministrations he could see bits of black fur sticking out of the congealed blood. Hewas aso
farly certain that there was some meta till lodged within, but there was nothing he could do about it.
Without anything to use as a bandage, he dare not even attempt to clean away the dried blood. At least it
gave him some pro-tection againgt any new infection.

Clenching histeeth, he sat up and began to work the leg gently, praying that the wound would not start to
bleed again. Moving it loosened the stiff muscles and soon he was ready to try standing. He decided to
play it safe and went down into afour-legged stance fir, cautioudy easing his hindquarters off the
ground. Theleg held, and he took afew tentative steps. Each one was agony, but after persevering for
severa minutesthe pain became bearable. Light-headed and panting, he sank to the ground again. There
was no way that he could travel upright, but perhaps that was dl to the good.

There were saverd indigenous feline species on this planet and, moving four-legged like them, he was
lesslikely to atract any undue attention. Normally he would make bet-ter speed that way, but with his
wounded leg, speed was out of the question: it was endurance that counted now. He had to reach the girl
before the fever took hold of him. Surely she would help him now that she had recovered.

His stomach began to rumble emptily, reminding him of more immediate problems. He needed to find
food. For the past four days he had stayed in the ruined hut, hiding from the Alienswho had shot down
his craft. Only five of them had survived the crash and subsequent explosion. Five out of acrew of eight!

He sighed and turned his mind back to the problem of food, trying to remember all that he had been
taught about living off the land. A wise person, hisfather: he tried to see that his son was prepared for the
worg contingencies of life.

By birthright you are a hunter, never forget that. Have pride in yourself and that fact. Only in
extreme emergency, when you are too weak to hunt, should you beg or scavenge for food. No one
should have to rely on charity or theft to keep alive. Either you survive on your own hunting, or
you work for your food. Never use your Talent; it would be a misuse of a sacred gift.

Sound principles, but not very useful at the present time. Even if he had wanted to use his Talent, there
had been no opportunity to do so. It was autumn here, amild one so far, with plenty of berries and nuts
for thewild creatures. Con-sequently they were taking no risksfor stray tidbits. WWhen he had been free
of hisvigil over thegirl for any length of time the only food he had been able to find had been the
oc-casiona birds eggs and edible berries that were readily available.

Squinting at the gleaming yellow orb in the sky, he deter-mined it was not far past dawn. Sowly hegot to



hisfeet and limped carefully through the jumble of broken glass, earth-enware, and bricksto the
doorway of the cottage. Once out-side, the air was chilly despite the bright sunshine. He shivered dightly,
sweeping the surrounding areawith his gaze, searching not only for any sign of the Aliens but also for the
dightest movement of any animals suitable for bresk-fadt.

Today the landscape looked even more disma. The grasswas low and sparse, growing in clumps among
the springy hesther. The moorland stretched for kilometersin every di-rection, offering him no cover at
all. Overhead, the sky was a sharp blue, with the clarity that only acold day can give. Clouds were
gathering in the north, clouds dark with snow.

Therewasno real food in thisarea. What might live there in the warmer seasons had either burrowed
deep into the ground for winter or moved down to the gentler lowlands. Kusac was faced with a choice.
He needed food, water, and treatment. To get those, he had to reach a settlement in the foothills. If he
left the comparative safety of the hut, he would have to run therisk of being caught in ablizzard. The
aternative was to stay there and pray that he could cope with his septic leg and imminent fever. In his
weakened con-dition, neither option offered a high rate of survival.

When none of the choices open to you offers more than extinction, choose the one that prolongs
life the most. Al-ways allow the unexpected time to intervene.

W, nothing could happen here, so, trusting histele-pathic link with the girl, he headed east. Perhaps he
might come across some animd out for ashort airing, or dig for some unappetizing but nourishing grubs.

Heloped off acrossthe moors, eyes and earsdert for any sign of danger or food, however unlikey the
prospect. The heather was not an easy surface on which to walk; a one moment siff, the next yielding,
so that despite his cautious tread, he was often sent redling as hisfeet caught in the hid-den webs of
branches. Every now and then he would glance at the sky, checking to see how much of it had been
ob-scured by dark clouds.

Gradudly the terrain began to change. Instead of being completely flat, the ground now had the remains
of runndscut into it, running in the opposite direction to the one Kusac was taking. The sharp branches
of heather began claming their toll; hislegswere oozing smdl drops of blood from many minor cuts and
scratches, and he had limped the last few hundred meters on only threelegs.

Staggering to ahdt, he squatted on his haunches and peered at the sky. It was now completely overcast
and he could fed snow intheair. Thingswere not going well. At thisrate, al hisenergy would be spent
just trying to reach the settlement, and he could not be sure that he would makeit.

Suddenly he heard adistant roaring coming rapidly in hisdirection. He flung himsdf into aditch,
crouching low until the groundcar had gone, its cushion of air buffeting him. Kusac crawled out, his
breathing ragged as he sat panting for severd moments before forcing himsdf to continue.

If you wish to remain free, be circumspect in all you do. Knowledge gives you power: let none
have knowledge of you and what you can do, hisfather's voice reminded him.

We wer e circumspect, thought Kusac, but our maneuver-ability and speed were just not enough. If
we had been given a battleship instead of a light patrol craft, | would not be making this journey,
and our people would now know we had found the Others.

After your life, your freedom and pride are your most pre-cious possessions, the voice continued, as
Kusac wearily lifted one foot after the other. What other wise tenets will he have to impart?he
wondered miserably asthefirg light flakes of snow begantofdll.



/ must keep on, hethought. There isno shelter here. If | am caught in a snowstorm now, | shall die.

This knowledge urged him on, making him force the in-jured leg to keep moving. Around him the
snowflakesflut-tered faster, landing on his nose and eyelashes. He darted histongue out briefly to
capture the moisture, but his mouth il felt thick and swollen with thirgt.

"One snowflake won't do much good," he muttered to himsdlf. " Soon there will be enough to drink.”

The snow was heavier now, being puffed into hisface asawind sprang up. Within afew minutes he was
inthe midst of ablizzard, dipping and dithering on the mushy ground and blinded by the driving snow.
Hisfoot caught on a heather roat, felling him with unexpected force and making him yowl with pain ashe
landed on hiswounded side.

Helay there for severa minutes, too weak to get up, until he redlized that enough snow had collected for
him to quench histhirst. Scrabbling franticaly with his hands, he began to 1ap up clumps of snow from
where helay.

The warning voice spoke again. Too much cold water when you are suffering fromthirst, can kill as
easly asthe thirst itself.

Kusac stopped and picked himsalf up. Though still thirsty, he knew he could take no more at present,
and he had re-vived himsdlf enough to press on. He lurched to hisfeet. Pain was athing of the past, he
was only aware of fedling curioudy disembodied. Though he was thoroughly soaked by thistime, hiswet
fur clinging deekly to hisskin, he wastotaly unaware of it and the fact that he was shivering vio-lently.

Time and time again, the force of the wind flattened him to the ground. Each timeit wasthat bit harder to
get up.

Survival depends on the will to survive, he heard hisfather say.

"I've plenty of will, just not enough strength,” growled Kusac, doggedly dragging one foot after the other
through the degpening snow.

A shapeloomed grayly up ahead of him, but his eyes were on the ground and hefailed to seeit. Blindly,
he walked straight into the object, giving himsaf such a crack on the head that he was almost knocked
unconscious. Lying there with his senses spinning, it was some time before he understood that it was a
tree he had struck. Furthermore, that some recent storm had uprooted it, leaving a cavity deep enough
for himto curl up in, sheltered from the snow. He squirmed and wriggled, forcing himsdf into the
opening. It was cramped, but at least it was dry. Clawing and scratch-ing, he degpened the hole dightly,
using the loose earth to block up the opening until there was only enough space | eft for an adequate
supply of ar to enter. The exercisein the close confines of hislair had warmed him up sufficiently to stop
theworst of hisshivering. The painin hisleg had re-turned, but exhaustion wastoo greet for that to keep
him from a deep which was nearer acoma.

He awoke many hours later, ftiff, cold, and with a head pounded by athousand angry demons.” His
limbs ached in every joint as he tried to pull himsdlf toward the entrance. Through thetiny gap he had | eft,
he could see that athough it had stopped snowing, the sky remained an ominous date color.

Shivering, he pushed back his blockade and crawled out into the snow. Thelight was fading and he
judged it to be close to night. Tentatively he probed the depth of theicy white masswith hisgood leg: it
was not going to be easy, the driftswere dmost up to his knees. Sighing, he crouched carefully down
onto the ground. Perhaps the snow would numb the wound's fire. He was rel uctant to look at it for fear
of what hemight see.



Your Talent will be useful to you in many different ways, so start experimenting with it. No one
knows the range of another's Talent, its limits may only be the ones set by you. Always keep
testing your capabilities.

Father ? thought Kusac increduloudy. No. It can't be him, he'stoo far away to reach me. I'm just
imagining things. "Still," he said doud, "itisn't abad idea. | have never tried using my Tdent to control

pan."

He shuffled hisfeet in the snow, trying to balance com-fortably on dl fours. Taking afew deep bresths
and dilling hismind, he reached, trying to locate the pain centersin hisbrain. Several odd sensations
coursed through him as he searched, but when al the myriad aches began to dowly fade, he knew he had
found theright area. How blessed wasthat release! Until that moment, he had not realized how much he
had been suffering. He opened his eyes and stag-gered dightly before regaining his balance.

"I might just make the settlement now," he murmured, starting to plod onward, his legs dragging furrows
behind him.

Try to avoid extremesin all things. Extreme eating or drinking can kill you just as effectively as
extreme weather. Show will cling to your body, increasing its weight, making you sweat. Then you
will lose body heat. Desiring to rest, your body will force you to continue. Either way, you will
soon die unless someone aids you, hisfather's voice droned pedantically.

Great, thought Kusac wryly. So what do | do about it? Why can't you give me some more sensible
advice? | haven't got the time to chat!

Hewas suddenly jarred back to redity as hisfeet scrab-bled for ahold before diding from under him.
He was cat-gpulted downhill, tumbling faster and faster, the sky and snow whizzing about him until he
was brought to an abrupt and sickening halt by alarge concrete dab projecting upright out of the snow.

Kusac groaned and lay dumped where he had cometo rest. He was losing control; pain waves began to
swamp him. Grimly, he reached out again, strengthening his hold until the pain receded once more.
Something wet and sticky was running into his eyes. Putting his hand up, he brought it down covered with
blood.

Ice will stop a wound from bleeding, came the cool re-minder, and Kusac obediently laid his head on
the freezing ground that was a once his enemy and hisfriend.

Despite the nauseathat rippled through him, he had to rise eventually. Although he could not fed it, he
knew that the snow was draining him of al warmth. The ground beside the concrete dab felt harder and
firmer than that over which he had been traveing. Hisvison gtill blurred, he peered &t it. Therewas
writing.

Lifting hishead, he saw that thisflatter ground wove downhill to aclugster of faint lightsinthe vdley
below. He was on the road to the settlement.

Vartra be praised, he thought, lurching away from the stone and onto the roadway. Great was the
danger of being seen, but greater ill was arepetition of hisfall.

Now the going was easier. Instead of having to pick hisway across unseen and uneven ground, he knew
that he had a continuous flat surface beneath him. The downhill dope, though fairly steep, was actualy an
advantage. He could in-termix diding cautioudy with walking, thus making better heedway.

Use theterrain to your advantage. Make it work for you, not against you. When walking on sand,



your feet will not sink into the surface if you are on the damp area near the water's edge. Rocky
ground? Then jump from rock to rock. Water? Then look for stones above the surface or just
under it. Don't give yourself extra trouble. Accept the land's condi-tions.

"Yes, Father," said Kusac dryly. He knew al about these things, had since early childhood. Why did his
father keep lecturing him on the obvious?

Behind him he heard the mechanica screeching and whin-ing of another groundcar. Ingtantly he bunched
his muscles and leagpt for the cover of the bushes growing at the road-sde, trying to stifle hiscry of pain
at the sudden movement. The car passed and he emerged again to continue his painful dithering walk.

The settlement was a collection of some twenty or so houses facing one another across abroad

roadway. Behind each was afarly large area of cultivated ground. Asyet he had no ideawhich house he
wanted: the girl's mind had been in too much turmoail for him to find the information he required. It had
been difficult maintaining contact with her at al throughout hisjourney. Thelink was strong enough for
him to trace her to the settlement, but not for him to pinpoint her home. He had to call her to him.

Pushing hisway into one of the gardens, he spotted asmall wooden hut far enough away from the house
for him to investigate without being seen. He limped over and, lean-ing againg the door, pulled himself
upright. With fingers so numb he could hardly move them, he pulled at the restrain-ing bolt. It did back
with abang. Quickly he dipped inside, pulling the door closed and securing the latch. It was atoolshed,
smelling of dried onions, rows of them hung from hooks set into thewall. In the far corner he could seea
pile of rags and alarge wooden box. Gratefully he limped across and sat down. On closer inspection the
rags turned out to be sacks woven from thick vegetable fibers.

He could fed the pain beginning to sted back into his body. Already his head was aching with the effort
of trying to maintain his control. Time was running out quickly now.

Roalling acouple of sacksinto awad, he placed it under hisinjured leg, propping it up dightly. Pulling
some more free, he wrapped them round his shouldersto cushion his back against the crate. He dso
figured out that the tantdiz-ingly familiar odor he had been smdlling for the last few minutes originated
from the box. Easing himsdf up dightly, he thrust his hand inside, grasping hold of one of the round, hard
objectsit contained. An gpple! Ravenoudy he bit into it, aware as he did so how dry his mouth had
become.

His eyesrefused to stay open any longer and reluctantly he decided not to have afourth apple. Thiswas
the part he was dreading. To be sure of reaching the girl, he had to uti-lize al his Tdent, relinquishing his
control over the pain. He was exhausted beyond endurance and knew he could not have made it thisfar
without the control. Whether or not he could remain conscious long enough to make contact he had no
idea, but he had to try now. That hed managed to makeit thisfar was amiracle. Hed comewithin a
whisker of be-ing found by those Alien soldiers. Why they hadn't seen him, held never know.

Shutting hiseyes, helay down, making sure that he waswell covered. Cautioudy, he dlowed hismind to
relax, try-ing not to shock himsdlf into unconsciousness with the in-flux of pain. He was pleasantly
surprised: it was not as awful as he had imagined. Oh, there were achesin every limb and joint and he
could hardly move his pounding head, but there was no pain at dl from hisleg. That was bad.

My leg must be worse than | thought. He pressed a hand to hisface, feding how hot he was. Almost
immediately he started to shudder again.

The fever, hethought. No wonder | was so thirsty! | must reach the girl. Hurriedly he strengthened
thelink between them, making it narrower until he knew that he had pene-trated her mind. Her thoughts
were flooded with confused images dowly meandering through her subconscious and he had almost



begun to panic when he realized she was deeply adeep. A drug induced deep, if her dow apharhythms
were anything to go by. There was no way of reaching her until she awoke. Too utterly spent to even
cursefate, he withdrew, leaving her to degp onin peace.

Chapter 2

A drink, she needed adrink. She reached out and began to grope aong her bedside table for the glass,
but before she could reach it her hand was taken and held.

"What isit, Carrie? What do you want, love?' Meg asked, her voice so quiet Carrie dmost had to strain
to hear it.

Shetried to spesk and found she couldn't. Confused, she attempted to pull her hand free. A small,
faraway portion of her mind wastrying to panic, but it was too much effort. With astruggle, she managed
to open her eyes and Meg'sfamiliar face swam into view, the image losing its blurred edges after afew
seconds.

Antiseptic. Why did her room smell of antiseptic? Frown-ing dightly, she dowly turned her head to look
around. Ev-erything seemed the same, was in the same place, so what was different?

She looked back at Meg and wondered why the woman was holding someone's hand, a hand that was
heavily ban-daged.

"Wa..." wasdl shewas able to croak as her thirst reas-serted itsdlf.

"Water? Of course, my dear," said Meg, reaching over to pick up the glass. "No, let me," she said,
holding it up to Carrie's mouth asthe hand in herstwitched dightly.

A mouthful and her thirst was quenched.

"Now you just lie down and go back to deep again,” said Meg soothingly. "There's nothing to worry
about, you're ab-solutely safe.”

Safe? thought Carrie. Of course I'm safe. Why shouldn't | be?
Meg leaned forward to replace the glass.

Carrie croaked a negative and reached out to stop her.

"More? Hereyou are," Meg said, holding it toward her again.

Carrieturned her face aside and reached for it herself. Her hand! 1t was her hand that was bandaged.
She turned fright-ened eyes to Meg, knocking the glass aside as she jerked back in panic.

"Oh, Carrie)" said Meg, reaching both hands forward to gently cradle her face, "it'sdl right, love. You're
safe. Theworst isover. Believeme, it'sal right.”

No, it's not, her mind said as shetried to push through the mist that was fogging her thoughts. It'sall
wrong.

"Jack Reynolds has given you a sedative; just rest, love. Seep alittle longer and when you wake again,
everythingwill befine

"Elise? What happened?’ she croaked, wincing at the pain in her hands as she clutched Meg'sarm.



Meg hesitated.
" She was caught, Carrie. The Vategans caught her trying to steal something for the guerrillas.”

Fear and loss began surging in again, threatening to over-power her as she started to retreat from what
Meg said. Then shefdt her mind grasped firmly and held.

"Thelink between you and Elise was so strong thistime, love, that you've suffered some of her hurts.
Jack'll come and explain it to you when you've rested, but you're fine, you're in no danger, believe me. Il
stay here with you and watch while you deep,” said Meg, releasing her.

Despite the hold on her mind, terror till fluttered on harshly beating wings, the blackness again
threatened to en-gulf her. Elise! She had to find her twin. She couldn't be dead. If only she looked...

No. Stay here. You must live. If you die, you kill me, too.

The voiceinside her head shocked her into immobility. Whose mind was touching hers? Who was able
to tak to her?

Live for me. | need you, don't leave me. Seep for now and regain your strength. It wasn't a
suggestion, Carrie discov-ered as the same lassitude as before spread through her aching body and,
againg her will, her eyes began to close.

Thistime the room was empty. Carrietried to lever her-sdf into asitting position, wincing anew at the
agony in her hands. Once she'd sat up, she began to explore her body to find the sources of the pain.

Everything seemed to take an age, SO muzzy was her brain.
Jack's sedative must still be working, she thought.

Without undoing the bandages—which was beyond her because of the state of her hands—she couldn't
tell the ex-tent of her injuries. She was, however, able to ascertain that she probably had a brokenrib,
plus multiple bruising and lacerations on her arms and around her face. Wryly, she de-cided not to bother
checking in the mirror for the present. She knew from her past experiences what bruising of Elisgsface
looked like on hers.

Elise. Funny, thinking of her twin didn't trigger off the waves of panic like last time. In adetached way she
searched inside her mind in that place where Elise had been, and found. .. something. What, she wasn't
sure, but some-thing, or someone, was there.

A noise from outsde diverted her, and she turned her head toward the window.

She had to get up. There was something she had to do if only she could remember what it was: if only the
drug wasn't clouding her thinking. The drug. She had to fight it and force hersdlf to get up.

With an effort, she pushed back the bedclothes and strug-gled to swing her legs round and over the bed.
Thank God she was wearing her pgjamas! All she needed to do was pull on her coat, then she could go
outsde.

She struggled to her feet, forcing her mind to push back the woolly confusion caused by the remnants of
the sedative ftill in her system.

Her dippers were under the bed. They weren't suitable for wearing outside, but at least they covered her
bare feet. With each step she took, she found herself able to think more clearly and movement became a



fraction easier. From her wardrobe she pulled out thefirst coat that came to hand and wrestled into it, the
effort and pain causing her to swear pro-fusdy. Severa times she thought of giving up and going back to
bed, but the compulsion to go outside was getting stronger and her curiosity, if nothing e se, would not let
her givein.

Mercifully, the kitchen was empty. Meg must bein the taproom, she thought, picking her way carefully
round the large rectangular wooden table. The smell of cooking filled the air and she heard her somach
rumblein gppreciation. She was starving!

She hesitated, torn between the desire for abowl of the broth she could smell cooking, and the
knowledge she should go into the back garden. The compulson intensified again, and shefelt hersdlf
resolutely pulled toward the door.

As she opened it, the cold air hit her like aphysica blow. The snow was at least afoot thick. Again she
hesi-tated, realizing how slly it wasin her condition to want to go outside in afoot of snow clad only in
her pgamas and dippers. Then apatch of black, partialy conceded by win-ter greens, drew her
attention.

She stepped out, oblivious now to the cold and the snow, intent only on reaching what lay there. That
was what she wanted!

"It'smoving!" she said disbelievingly as she floundered toward it, her achesforgotten in her desperate
need to reach the creature.

She knelt down in the snow beside it, Stretching out aten-tative hand.
Asthe amber eyes opened, she missed the brief flare of avarenessin her mind.

"Youreacat," shesad, dishdievingly. "A forest cat!" Shetouched him, her vison blurring momentarily.
She shook her head to clear it.

"You're hurt," she said, leaning forward to touch hisin-jured flank. The back leg was badly swollen, the
wound cov-ered with dried blood.

"Carrie, don't move," said her brother's quiet voice from behind her. "I've got the gun trained on him. Just
get very dowly to your feet.”

Carrielooked over her shoulder then flung herself acrossthe cat's body.

"Leavehim aone," shesad, her voice il hoarse. "1 want him. He's hurt and needs help.”
"Carrie, hesawild animd," said Richard. "He could at-tack you at any moment. Move aside.”
"No. Hes mine, | want him. Get Jack Reynolds. He's hurt, he needs our help.”

"Carrie, for God's sake, be reasonable! He's adangerous wild anima. Get out of the way!"

Carrielooked up a him, eyesglaring. Y ou're not killing him, Richard. Fetch Jack, or help metake him
indoors un-less you want me to spend the rest of the day out herein the snow."”

Amber eyesflicked open again, amute gpped visblein their depths.
Richard lowered hisgun. "Carrie!"

"Carry himinfor me, Richard," hissister pleaded, cling-ing more tightly to the anima’s neck. "He hasn't



made amove or asound that could be seen asviolent.”
Richard dung the gun over his shoulder and moved closer, looking down at the creature.

"He'shuge, Carrie, dmost as large as me. We don't know anything about these creatures. Even the
guerrillas, who see them fairly often in the forest, know very little”

"They've never said they're vicious, have they? Only that they avoid people. Please hep metake himin.
Hell die out here, and Jack has dways wanted to study one of them. It'snot asif he'seven ared threat
inthiscondition, isit?"

"I don't know, Carrie," her brother said, scratching his bearded chin thoughtfully. "Dad won't likeit. The
animd'slarge, powerful, and wild. These cats are predators and likely to bevicious. Itisnt asif it wasa
kitten you could raiseto be tame.”

Carrieignored theworried look on hisface and pulled gently at histrouser leg.

"Comeon, skinny," sheurged. "I'll handle Dad. Y ou just get my cat into the kitchen, then fetch Jack
Reynolds. Hell know whét to do."

Her brother sghed.
"Well, move over. | can't do anything with you wrapped around him like a blanket, can 17"

Carrie moved back and her brother hefted the injured an-imal into his arms and headed toward the
kitchen door.

"And, Richard, please hurry," she added, steering him through the doorway and over to the table. She
swept the various cutlery and dishes asde for him. "I'm sure he must bein agreat dedl of pain.”

"We don't know these animalswell enough to treat them with any success, Carrie," Richard warned,
Setting the cat down gently on the table. He hesitated. "1 don't like leaving you alone with him. What
happensif he goesfor you?'

"Hewon't,” said Carrie confidently as she ruffled the cresture's ears.

Richard looked down at him for amoment. His sdes moved rapidly with shallow breathing, hisribs
stood out againgt the tautly stretched fur. The eyes were closed now, and from between histeeth Richard
could seethetip of apae pink tongue. Unless he had help, very shortly, this cat would be dead.

"I'm going," he said, heading back outside.

Fetching hot water and disinfectant, Carrie busied hersalf with cleaning Kusac'swound, her own
forgotten.

"Carrie! What on earth are you doing down here, and with your coat on? Y ou shouldn't even be out of . ..
oh, my God!"

"It'sdl right," said Carrie, turning round to look a Meg. "He's hurt, and he isn't dangerous. Richard's
gonefor Jack."

"l don't care! Get it out of my kitchen!" Meg said, her voicerisng hystericaly.

"No," Carrie said doggedly. "He stays. Don't worry, it'll bedl right, you'll see.” She turned her attention
back to her inexpert swabbing.



"Get him out of my kitchen,” repeated Meg, her voiceris-ing acouple of octaves.

"It isn't your kitchen, Meg," Carrie replied quietly, apor-tion of her mind taken aback at her newfound
determination.

A buzzer sounded, itsinsstent tone ignored by both women.

"What did you say?'

The silencelengthened till Carrie brokeit. "1 think that's the taproom. Hadn't you better ssewho it is?'
The door closed too quietly behind her as Meg |eft.

Carrie duiced her cloth so energeticaly that water splashed everywhere. Damn! Why had she spoken to
Meg like that? Since they'd landed on Keiss, Meg, also bereaved by the same malfunction which had
killed their mother, had lived with them more as aloved aunt than a housekeeper. She hadn't deserved
that comment.

I've got to save him, though, shethought. / don't know why, but he's important.
She went back to cleaning the wound, finding it soothing to do something that required no thought.
She had just about finished when her brother returned with the town's medica expert.

"Morning, Carrie," Jack said, stamping the snow off hisboots. "I hear you've got an interesting patient for
me." He gave her acdculating glance as he took off his parkaand gloves, handing them to Richard
before moving over to ex-amine her.

Jack was a short man, amost on the tubby side, with athatch of thick gray-brown hair crowning aface
resembling that of amiddle-aged faun.

"I must admit | didn't expect to find you awvake yet, let done running arescue misson,” he said, taking
her by thewrist to check her pulse. "But then, what should | expect of someone with your recuperative
powers? Trying to sedate you islike felling an eephant, and you still manage to come round far too soon!
How do you fed ?"

"Fing," she said absently, her attention obvioudy not on him.
"I'll check your hands before | leave, my dear. Y ou've got the bandages soaking wet.”
Heturned to look at the form draped acrossthe table.

"A forest cat, eh?I've never had the chance to examine one of these beasties before. 1sn't he adarker
color than usua?* His brown eyestwinkled briefly at her before he bent his head and began examining
Kusac thoroughly.

"They comeindl colors," replied Carrie, clumgly trying to move her bowls and cloths out of hisway.
"Sorry to bother you, Jack, but he needed help.”

"No bother at al," hereplied, "provided that you return to bed after I've finished. | suppose asking you to
go now isout of the question?"

Carrieignored his sarcasm. "Can you help him, Jack? | think he might have afever, too. He's panting and
hefedsvery warm."



"We should be able to do something for him," Jack said, probing thelivid wound gently with hisfingers.
"I'll have to lance that gash though. The poisoning is certainly causing the fever. Pass me over some of
that hot water and I'll get started.”

Two hours|ater, Carrie sat looking down at Kusac, wait-ing for him to come round. Jack had not
wanted to risk an anesthetic of any kind, but luckily their patient had solved the problem by drifting off
iNto UNCONSCI OUSNESS.

Theinjury had been quite deep and there had been asmall piece of metd embedded init. Jack had
cleaned the wound thoroughly, but |eft it opento the air.

"If he'slike Terrestrid cats, when he'sfeding better, helll want to lick the wound himsdlf. Frankly, that's
the best thing he could do,” said Jack, preparing asyringe. "I'm giving him ahefty dose of antibioticsto
help bresk the fever, but therés arisk that the drugs might react unfavorably with his metabolism.
However, in his present weakened condition, we don't have achoice. If | don't try something, helll die.”

"Hell live," Carrie said confidently. "He's fought the poi-son thislong, he won't give up now. Hestoo
much of afighter. | have afegling he won't want to lick the wound, though.”

"Anaother one of your intuitions?" Jack asked as he busied himsdf taking blood and tissue samplesfrom
his patient. "Now don't get upset,” he added hurriedly, catching her frown. "I'm not doubting you. Y ou've
got away with thean-imason Keiss. You redly are wasted here a the Inn, you know. Y ou'd make a
grand assistant for mewhen | go on one of my fied trips. If you want, I'll have another try at asking your
father to let you come with me when you're better.”

Carriesghed. "I think welll be out of luck, Jack. Father seems to think women are more suited to the
domestic rolethan anything intellectud.”

"We can but try," he said, packing his samples awvay and going over to the sink to wash his hands.

"Ah, theluxury of hot running water," he Sghed, letting the water course over his hands for amoment or
two. "Haf my problemsin Valeytown would be solved if every house had an adequate supply of hot and
cold water," he said, dry-ing his hands and returning to the table. "I wonder if wéelll ever have anything
more than a subsistence leve of exis-tence."

"Wewill, if we can get rid of the Vategansand if our sec-ond wave ship arrives safely,” said Carrie
angrily, tears Springing to her eyes. "And if Father actudly helped the guerrillas, rather then..."

"Hush, Carrie," said Jack, enveloping her in hisarms and hugging her tightly. "L et's not open that old
argument again. Y our father does agood job leading the civil disobe-dience, and that's risky enough
given the Alienswere ded-ing with. Not everyone can pull up rootsand hightail it out to the forest to be
arebd, you know. He's had you and your sister to think of . It's not so clear-cut when you've got a
family."

"Oh, Jack," she said, tears running down her face, "why did it have to be Elise? Why did they haveto
catch her?'

"That'sit, love," he said, patting her back avkwardly as she beganto cry. "You let it out. Have agood
ay, itll hdp.”

With Jack away tackling her father, and Richard out back trying to rig up something for Kusac to deep
in, Carrie was done for the moment.

Exhaustion was beginning to creep up on her. Her ribs had begun to ache as had her hands, but the latter



could be due to Jack’s rebandaging them. From the glimpse sheld gotten of them before Jack had firmly
blocked her view, it was clear that shed lost mogt, if not dl, of her fingernails and had a couple of broken
fingersaswall.

He'd dso inssted on giving her another injection for the pain, despite the fact that sheld assured him she
was able to block mogt of it out. He had never trusted her strange abil-ities. They weren't something he
could study under his mi-croscope, o he preferred to take no chances and had aways treated both her
and her agter with conventional medica remedies.

Sheflexed her hands, aware of asmall amount of pain. Well, shed certainly never play theviolin, not that
she had ever wanted to! Fedling cold, she pulled her coat more closely around herself and carefully put
her handsin her pockets. She winced as something poked into her injured left hand.

With difficulty, she caught the object between her fingersand pulled it out. It was the piece of meta that
Jack had taken out of the cat'sleg.

A couple of centimeterslong and irregular in shape, it was smooth on one side, dimpled on the other.
Where had she seen itslike before? Stranger <till was how it had cometo bein the cat'sleg. They had
hardly any refined metas yet on Keiss.

Their colony ship, thefirg wave, was mainly agriculturd, with only minimal mining and blacksmithing
personnel on board. The second wave would have a greater percentage of manufacturing skillsamong its
personnd, the miners, smelt-ers, and so on aswell as areasonable level of technology. The hope had
been that their skillswould be supported by their predecessors.

The only metas on the planet this sophisticated either came from the remains of the Terran Mothership
which had landed at the Site they called Seaport, or from something be-longing to the Vategans.

A moan from her patient drew her attention back to Kusac. Returning the diver to her pocket, she leaned
for-ward to stroke his head. He was making the most peculiar noises, dmost asif hewastrying to talk.

He became quiet and ill, hiseydidsflickering open. Carrie found hersdf staring again into the golden
ydlow eyes. Almost hypnoticaly, they held her gaze until voicesin the hall broke the spell.

"It's exactly what she needs, Peter,” Jack was saying. " Something to occupy her and take her mind off
what's hap-pened. Take my advice and go aong with whatever scheme she suggests. If looking after a
cresture asill asheiswill keep her in her bed, I'd go for it."

Carriegrinned dightly. Trust him to find an angle that would appedl to her father. Jack was almost as bad
as him, though, the way he aways fussed over her—and Elise. An-other wave of desperate |oss swept
through her and tears stung her eyes.

The door opened and her father camein, followed by Jack and Richard.

In appearance her father and Richard were dike, but on him the dark beard and mustache—longer and
bushier— were beginning to turn brindle. Though the years may have lightened his hair, they had not
thickened the lean framethat al his offspring seemed to have inherited.

"Wel, my girl," hesaid, walking over to thetable. "Let's have alook at thislatest lame duck of yours.

"A forest cat? He's some size, isn't he? | haven't seen one aslarge before.” Her father reached out
gingerly to pat theanimal. "Heisn't likely to bite, ishe?' he asked, his hand poised in midair.

"No," replied Carrie, putting ahand possessively on Kusac's head. "He's quite friendly.”



Her father hesitated. ™Y ou know he'stoo old to tame, Carrie. A mature wild anima won't take kindly to
captivity, nor can they ever be completely trusted.”

"I know, Dad. | only want to give him achancefor hisleg to hed, then I'll set him free.”

"Very wdl. Get Richard to clear some space for himinthe barn,” he said, giving Kusac afriendly but
cautious pat on the side.

Ashedid s0, Kusac turned his head to look up at him, licking the man gently on the hand.

"Well, he seemsvery friendly,” he said, mollified, before turning to look at his daughter. "What's wrong?"
he asked, seeing her frown.

"If Kusac degpsin the barn, the cold could kill him. Thereés no way to heat that place," she objected.

"Y ou aren't serioudy suggesting we bring awild animal that Size into the housel" her father exclaimed.
"He could turn on you without warning. I'm sorry, but I'm not prepared to let you risk our lives. It's out of
the question.”

"ThenI'll deep in the barn, too."

"You'll do no such thing! You'refar too badly injured to be anywhere but in bed now. Therésno
question of you deeping in the barn.”

"If it'stoo cold for me, thenit'stoo cold for Kusac," Carrie interrupted camly. "Kusac degpswith me,
ether inthe house or in the barn, | don't care which."

"For goodness sake, grow up, Carrie! We're talking about awild animal, not some orphaned lamb!™ Her
father's angry voicefilled the room.

Richard sighed and turned his back on them. He hated rows. Funny, but hed aways seen Elise asthe
argumenta-tive one. It was unlike Carrie to crosstheir father likethis.

"How much older do | haveto be, Dad?' Carrie asked quietly. "I'm hardly achild now, and | do know
what I'm doing."

"At twenty-three most girlsarewell and truly married," her father grumbled. "'If you had ahouseto run,
you wouldn't have timeto bring in usdless stray animals. | think itshigh time | arranged amarriage for
you since you don't seem cgpable of choosing a partner from among die young men in Valeytown.”

"Stop ducking theissue, Dad. The barn or the house, which isit to be?' ingsted Carrie.
"Jack? Y ou'll back me up on this, won't you?"

"Me?' sad the doctor, pausing as he put on hiscoat. "l don't want to be involved in afamily argument,
Peter. | will say this, though. The cat istoo weak to be adanger to any-one at present, and livingin a
cold barn will certainly kill him."

Her father glanced from one to the other. "Oh, very well," he said, exasperated. "Have it your own way.
Y ou've obvi-oudy got it al organized between the two of you. But as soon as he's recovered enough to
be moved, out to the barn he goes!

"Good day to you, Jack!"

With that he slamped out of the kitchen, back to work with his beloved wines.



"Thanks, Jack," said Carrie, trying to stand.
"It was nothing, but your Dad has apoint, you know. Our friend could turn nasty at any time.

"Richard, you make some kind of cageto put Kusac in a night; and you, Carrie, you'll keep your
promise to me by getting back up to bed before you collapse!" he said, accept-ing his glovesfrom
Richard.

"By the way, how did you come by the name? Kusac, eh? Not bad, it rather suits him. Well, | must be
off. I'll call back to see you both in a couple of days. If you need me, you know where| am.

"Just keep him warm and try to find something light that helll eat. Soup or something like that. No mest
for thetime being, and the same for you, young lady," he said, waggling an admonishing finger in her
direction as he followed her brother out through the taproom.

"Good-bye Jack, and thanks again,” Carrie said.

Once they had gone, she ambled over to the sove and be-gan to ladle some soup into abowl for Kusac.
It was astrange name, now she cameto think of it. It sounded unfa-miliar, yet it did suit him. She carried
the bowl back over to him and set it down near his head.

The cat looked up a her, giving her hand aquick lick be-fore raising himsdlf on hisfront pawsto lap the
soup. Carrie smiled. Histongue tickled. There was an aimost gentle roughnessto it. She knew he
wouldn't harm anyone, it wasn't in his nature.

Ashe ae, she pulled up achair and watched him. His am-ber eyes never left hersuntil helay down, his
hunger satis-fied for thefirst timein five days.

With asigh, Kusac pillowed his head against her hands and closed his eyes. Though he could not yet
understand the language of these people, he understood Carri€'s thoughts completely. It wasto his
advantage that they thought he was aforest cat; no one could then betray him, and he would probably
learn much more that would be denied to him asan Alien.

Besides, it had been asurprise for him to find two sentient species on this planet, so how much worse
would it befor Carrie's people who had only known the repression of the Others? The Vategans, he
corrected himself, drifting off into acontented deep.

Carriefelt her shoulder being shaken roughly. Looking blearily up at her brother, she pulled her hands
carefully from underneath Kusac and rubbed the deep from her eyes.

"What isit, Richard?' she mumbled.
"The Vdtegans are searching dl the houses. Dad wants you and the cat upstairs out of the way."
"All right," said Carrie, getting siffly to her feet. "Have you finished Kusac's bed?!

"It'sin your room," he replied, reaching out to help her as she staggered away from the table. "I don't
know how you're going to manage to nurse our friend here when you're nowhere neer fit yoursdf.”

"I'mfine, Richard," shesaid, pulling away from him. "I'm tired, that'sall."

"No, you're not, but I'm not going to argue with you about it. Let's get you and this character settled
down before the Valtegans get here.”

"What arethey looking for thistime?' asked Carrie as Richard lifted the deepy Kusac.



"I'm not exactly sure" he said, following her upstairs. "But what is even stranger, | don't think the
Vategans know either.

"Five days ago there was afull-scae panic on. The sky was buzzing with aircars and scouters, dl
centered over theforest and hills behind us. Not long afterward, | saw some-thing white falling toward
the ridge. It could have been any-thing, a scouter in trouble, even asmall spacecraft.”

Hefdl slent, waiting for his Sster to open the bedroom door. When she did, he went in and carefully laid
Kusac down on the pile of rugs he'd arranged in alarge wooden box on Elise's bed.

Carrie sat down on her own bed. "Wel?'" she prompted. "What do you think it was?'

Richard shook his head. "I don't know, but the Vategans are doing a head count aswell as searching
every house. They want to know if we've seen any strangers.”

"Could it have been a craft from Earth?' Carrie asked blegkly, staring at her clenched hands without
seeing them.

"Earth doesn't know about our situation, Carrie. We haven't been able to get a message out to them.
Even if we could, it would take yearsto reach them, and equally long for them to cometo our aid," her
brother replied, taking her handsin his and giving them acomforting pat. "And no one could have helped
Hise"

"What does Dad think?' she asked, her voice ill tense.

"He saysit couldn't be anything to do with the second wave colonigts. Their ship isn't dueto reach
midpoint for another two monthsyet. In fact, it can't be from Earth a al. That only leavestwo redistic
possbilities”

"A Vdtegan in trouble, possibly arenegade from the hospital, or asatellite crashing,” said Carrie, looking
a himinquiringly, her interest fully caught.

"It wasn't ameteorite, that's for sure. The other possibil-ity | had in mind was that the craft was Alien to
both us and the Vategans.”

Carriewrinkled her facein surprise, her eyebrows disap-pearing under her fringe.
"Y ou haveto bekidding, Richard. An Alien craft?"

"Why not?" he countered, letting go of her bandaged hands and beginning to pace the room. "No one
believed in Aliens until the Vategans arrived. If there are two speciesin the gadlaxy, why not three or even
more? Who are the Vategansfighting, if not other Aliens?' He paused by the window. "Dad thinksit'sa
viable possibility, and you can't escape the fact that the Valtegans are searching for severa strangers” he
sad forcefully. "They'd hardly ask usif the Strangers were their own people! They aren't fromthis
col-ony, and they can't be from Earth. Thereis only one other dternative—more Aliens.

"Don't laugh," he said irritably, looking away from her. "It isn't that ridiculous an idea.”" He stared out of
the win-dow for dmost a minute before it penetrated that he was watching a patrol of Vategan soldiers
making their way acrossthe main street to the Inn.

"Carrie, they're amost here! 1'd better get downstairs now," he said. "Get back into bed and stop
giggling!" He strode over to the door. "Come on! We don't want to draw any attention to ourselves.”

Still chuckling, Carrie took her coat off, threw it acrossthe chair, and crawled back into bed. Asshe



stretched out between the cool sheets, she redlized how bone weary she was. She looked over to the
other bed where Kusac lay su-pine among his blankets. The bed which up until ayear ago had been her
gge’s.

"You arent adeep,” shemurmured, "l cantell. Never mind, you play your little game, | don't mind.
Y ou're safer to trust no one.” She reached out her hand and touched him gently on the head. " Sleep,
you're safe now."

The door burst open, shocking her out of her nap.
"I'vetold you, she'sill! Leave her alone," came Meg's angry voice from outside.

"| decide," wasthe sihilant reply astwo Vategan soldiers forced their way into the room. Their energy
guns focused ingtantly on Carrie and the cat astheir cold gazes swept the room looking for signs of other
occupants.

"What happen to she," hissed the leader, gesturing to the other soldier to enter and search the room.
"Accident,” said Meg succinctly. "The oven exploded.”
ll&:l

Carrie lay frozen with fear as the second soldier paced around the room, moving the curtains, opening the
wardrobe doors, and findly lifting the end of her bed to look under it.

Shewas smultaneoudy aware of the presencein her mind growing stronger and alow, menacing,
gutturd sound that built in pitch till it filled the room.

Kusac raised his head and stared at the soldier at the end of her bed. The growl changed to asnarl ashis
lip pulled back to reved aset of formidable canines.

The soldier dropped the bed and backed off hurriedly.
"Isno oneelse" he said to his superior as Carrie yelped in pain at the shock of the violent movement.

Both soldiers backed out, trying not to appear to hurry, their usualy pallid complexions a shade or two
paer.

"Next room," she heard the officer snap.

Kusac's snarl reduced to alow-pitched rumble as he con-tinued to stare at the door. He kept it up until
they heard the Inn door bang shut as the V ategans departed.

"So they're afraid of you, arethey?' she said dowly, reaching out to pat him. "Good boy. Y ou keep it
up.”

Footsteps sounded in the passageway and Meg entered, carrying atray.
"| thought it was time you both ate," she said, putting the tray down on Carrie's bedside table.

She helped Carrie sit up, plumping up her pillows behind her, then setting the tray on her 1ap. Bending
down, she reached under the bed and drew a second tray out from under it. This she cautioudy put in
front of Kusac's bed and shifted the second bowl of broth from Carriestray to his.

"Thereyou are, my boy," she said. "Anything that can frighten those bastardsis afriend of mine."



"Why, Meg," said Carrie, as the housekeeper sat down be-side her, "you surprise me. I've never heard
you talk about the Vategans like that before.”

"Y ou should have seen the mess they made of the house after they |eft your room," she said heatedly. "It
take me hoursto put it to rights. Still, it wasworth it. I've never seen them back off so fast in my life
beforel” She amiled at the memory. "Maybe your furry friend does have hisuses efter al.”

"Meg," Carrie hesitated, spoon held in midair, "I'm sorry about..."

Meg smiled and patted Carrie's other hand whereit lay on the coverlet. "Don't you worry, love, |
understand. If your friend can behave like that when he thinks you're threat-ened, | reckon we've nothing
to fear from him. If hed meant us any harm, we'd have known it by now.

"Now come on, eat up your broth. There's plenty morein the pot where that came from."
Chapter 3

Valeytown Inn served avariety of functions. It wasfirst and foremost the place where the adult members
of the town— population some 300 souls plus assorted livestock and one forest cat—could relax. It was
aso where the Ladies Sew-ing Circle met on Tuesday and Thursday afternoons, and the center for the
informa exchange of information. Theless charitable caled it the Gossip Shop.

Its second most important function was asthe central clearing house for information gleaned by the
Passive Re-s stance movement run by Carri€'s father, Peter Hamilton.

Unlike the guerrillasled by the Captain and what re-mained of the starship crew, the Passive Resistance
did not use violence. They clamed that it only brought retdiatory action, resulting in more desths of the
aready depleted col-onists.

Though Carriestaent lay in working with children, she was often called upon by her father to help out in
the tap-room during the evenings. She enjoyed the break from her routine and found it refreshing now
and then to be able to talk to people who were over ameter tall. So for her first sortie back into the
community life, the taproom was anat-ura placeto Sart.

She had taken longer than she had expected to hedl. It had been six weeks since. .. that night... and
occasionaly she il felt weak and drained from her ordedl. At least dl the broken bones had mended
and she could use her hands again. Even thefaint scars from the lacerations on her arms were beginning
to fade.

She looked round to where Kusac lay on the floor by her feet, nose on hisfront paws, tail curled round
him. An ear cocked in her direction and his eyes opened dowly.

His recuperative powers had been something else. Of the terrible wound in hisflank al that now
remained was adight limp and along patch of shorter fur.

Hewas like her shadow, never leaving her sdefor any length of time even on the couple of short walks
they'd taken on the dopes out at the back of thefields.

This pleased Carrie. She enjoyed having him around, es-pecialy when the Vategans did one of their
sudden searches of the Inn. They showed Kusac a hedthy respect that bor-dered on a pathological fear
of him, dthough it hadn't Sopped the soldiers from the local base outside the village from coming into the
Innwhen off duty.

Kusac lay quiescent, well aware of Carri€'s surface thoughts. He desperately needed to know more



about these Vategans, but the girl's mind was strong—growing stronger since he had started teaching
her—and now he doubted whether she would respond to a gentle nudge in that direc-tion.

Carrietook another dip of her coffee, finding her thoughts dipping back to the past. Ten years ago when
the Vategans had descended on them like a plague of locusts, the colony had only just gotten itself
established. Each interdependent unit wasfinaly in its proper location: the fishing center remained at the
landing Site, caling itsalf Segport; the mining community had set up itshousesin the hilly country—
Hillfort; and her own group had moved to thefertile plainsthey called Valeytown. Oceanview moved up
the coadt, tak-ing advantage of the pure seawater to farm seaweeds and shellfish aswdl asthe land.

They had only been on the planet two years, and what they had achieved in that time had been
outstanding.

Keiss had been dmost anew Eden. There was no intdlli-gent dominant life-form on the planet, though
giventimeit was argued by some that the felines could havefilled that niche. The soil wasrich and fertile,
hardly even needing the manure they ploughed into it to help feed the Terran crops they had brought with
them.

Most of the native grasses and grains were edible by live-stock and humans aike, and the climate was
temperate. It was dl they could have wished for. Until the Alien shipslanded.

Carrie's thoughts veered away from that back to the pres-ent time and she grinned. At least the
Vategans hadn't found the human population on Keiss awakover. Despite delaying tactics from the
forced human labor groups, the two giant domed cities of Geshader and Tashkerra had been built— plus
amaor military base on the coast and local garrisons at each of the four settlements, these last thanksto
their guerrillaactivities.

The Vdtegans R & R planet—for such wasthe use they had intended Keissto fill—had ended up as
armed campsthat their recuperating troops had to be virtudly interned within until they werefit to return
to their spacecraft. It was no holiday world.

Who and where the Vategans were fighting was a puzzle that no one could uncover. It seemed the
Vategans on Keissdidn't even know. All the humans could discover was that Keisswaswell back from
any combat zone, and this only because over the years they had learned to judge the state of theinjuries
of the hospitdized Aliens. The who and where were recurrent topics of speculative gossip given their
total lack of any known facts.

Carrie pulled her wandering thoughts back to the here and now, aware that she was supposed to be
working.

Kusac lay quiet, piecing together what held learned. Apart from having a good understanding of their
language now, held found out morein the last few minutesthan in the last Sx weeks.

The taproom was large and had afriendly atmosphere. Ev-ery effort had been made to create as
pleasant surroundings as possible. A solid screen stood in front of the doorway to prevent the bitter
winter winds from howling round the room whenever the door was opened. Alcoves had been created
aong thewalls, the benches padded and covered with hand-woven brightly colored cloth.

In the center of the room stood the open log fireplace, the loca resinous wood scenting the air with a
smdl reminiscent of pine. Smdler round tables and chairsfilled thismiddie area.

The bar was opposite the door and this was where Carrie was Sitting. Reaching forward, she took the
jug of coffee off the hot plate and poured hersdlf a second mug, adding sweetener and milk. Out of the



corner of her eye she saw

Kusac's head raise and his nostrils twitch appreciatively at the smell.

"Sorry, Kusac, coffeeisn't for cats. Y ou know where your bowl of water is."
Shetook amouthful, then set the mug down.

"I'd better get started, | suppose,” she said, letting hersdf dide off the high stool.

Taking the notepad and pencil out of her pocket, she went round behind the bar and began checking the
bottles of wines and spirits off againgt her lig.

They made dl their own dcohalic drinks usng amixture of the grains and fruits they had brought with
them aswell as some of those indigenousto Keiss. Her father's passion was his vines, though, and he
spent hours tending them in his greenhouses. He did brew lovely traditiona wines, but Carrie preferred
those made with the other fruits.

All their crops were either edible or tradable at the monthly markets held at Segport, the only large
gathering the VVategans would alow them, and that only because it provided amusement as atourist
attraction for the Vategans from Geshader and Tashkerra. The markets were sacrosanct, needed by the
humansfor their continued surviva, o no anti-Valtegan activitieswere dlowed for fear of losing the
privilege of exchanging goods for foodstuffs.

As she checked out which bottles needed replacing, the outer door opened. Ever dert, Kusac turned his
head, ears pricked forward, but it was only Annie arriving for work.

"Hello, Carrie. | didn't expect to seeyou in here so soon," she said, taking off her hat and coat and
hanging them on the rack at the back of the screen.

Carrie glanced round. "Hello, Annie. Dad asked me to do abar check on the spirits. He wants you to
restock them from the cdlar.”

"W, you go back to your stool and"nurse your coffee. I'll read them out to you," she said, coming
across the room toward Carrie.

"No, honedtly..."

"Go on now," Annie smiled, squeezing past her and giv-ing her agentle shove. ™Y ou rest while you can.
Y our dad will have you worked off your feet againin no time."

"I've done nothing but rest," objected Carrie, returning to her perch by the coffeepot.
The door opened again, thistime to admit the Merediths.

"Hello there, Annie," said Ted, coming up to the bar while his brothers settled themselvesin the alcove
nearest to thefire. "Three pints of bitter, love." He dapped a handful of assorted coins down on the bar
and turned to Carrie.

"Hello, Miss" he said, nodding to her. "Nice to see you up and about again.”

"Hello, Ted," shereplied, aware of hisincreased uneasi-nessin her company. She saw hissidelong
glance to where her hands lay folded on the counter. Anger flared insgde her.

So everyone knew, did they? And it frightened them, did it? They knew that thistime athough the



Vategans hadn't laid ahand on her, she had suffered exactly the sameinjuries asthose inflicted on her
twin. She stretched her fingers dong the bartop. Then let them see and beredly afraid!

"Y es, they're heding nicdly, thank you," she said, her smile brittle.
Ted took a step back.

"Thereyou are, Ted," interrupted Annie, drawing his at-tention away from Carrie as she put the first of
the pottery tankards of beer infront of him. "It'sraw out tonight, isn't it?'Y ou wouldn't think spring was
nearly due"

Ted turned back to her, relief evident on hisface.

"Well, if it keeps those bloody lizards out of the Inn, al to the good,” he said, picking up the first tankard
and taking the second from her. "Y ou can't go anywhere these days without tripping over acouple of
them.”

"Well, whatever it isthey'relooking for, they haven't found it yet," Annie said, pulling thelast pint.

"One of my pigeons camein from Hillfort today. The message said as how the lizards turned them al out
of their bedsin the middle of the night last week. Kept them stand-ing out there for two solid hourswhile
they turned the houses over with their searching,” he said over his shoulder as he carried the drinksto
their table.

"I've heard it'sonly usand Hillfort they're searching,” said Annie.
"I've heard that, too," said Bill, taking a hefty swig of his beer.
Ted ambled back over to the bar to collect his own drink.

"Dont let yoursdlf get wound up s0," said Annie quigt-ly, touching Carrielightly onthearm. "They're just
curious, therésno harm in them.”

Carrielet go of the anger the way she had been taught and managed adight smile.

"That's better,” said Annie. "Now let's get back to our list before we get any busier.”

As she picked up her pencil again, Carrie could hear them on the edge of her mind.

I'mtelling you, it was as if they were doing it to her, in-ssted Bill.

What, bruises and the like? asked Alan, leaning forward.

No, she always had the bruises. This was worse. This time she was found covered in blood.
Get on, sad Bill, taking asip of his beer.

You just look at her hands, then, said Ted. How'd they get to be like that if it wasn't true? How'd
they heal so fast, eh? And she's started answering you before you say anything.

She was always, well, strange, said Alan. Pity, she'sa looker .
You just leave her alone, snapped Ted. / don't want the likes of her in our family, thank you!

Shetried toignoreit, but it was becoming less easy these days. She fdt raw, hypersenstiveto any
mention of her name. She concentrated on listening to Annie, the other voices beginning to fade asthey



moved onto another topic.
They had just finished when the door banged open and a cold draft swept into the room.

"Isasearch,” sad the Vategan officer, sweeping his gun round the room in an arc as his two companions
joined him.

"All in corner." He jerked the gun toward where the Merediths ill sat. "Go."

Asthe score or so peoplein the Inn got to their feet and moved toward the corner, Carrie heard Kusac's
growl start to build.

The smell, that musty odor they created, filled the room, bringing back memories of darkened corridors
and rooms— the smdll of fear and blood. She couldn't move.

Behind her wasthe door to the Inn's private quarters and from beyond it came raised voices. The door
opened and her father and brother, followed by Meg, were pushed through. A fourth soldier
accompanied them.

Kusac's growl became asnarl.

Carrie stood asif frozen as one of the soldiers advanced on her.

"Leave her done," said Richard, trying to move back to her side.

The nearest Vategan backhanded him in the chest, send-ing him redling into the others.
Kusac stood in front of her, tail lashing from side to Side, teeth bared.

The officer'sgun pointed directly at his head.

"Move" hehissed at Carrie, "l kill it else.”

Fear and anger in equal proportions exploded in Carrie's mind, none of it hers. The force made her red
and she stum-bled against Kusac, breaking their deadly tableau. Able to move and think again, she
grasped him by the collar he wore round his neck and, ignoring his strangled cough of protest, hauled him
with her over to the others.

While the officer remained with his energy rifle trained on them, the other three soldiers began to search
the room and its contents. Bottles were swiped from the shelves, tankards from the bar, and the pockets
of any coats on the rack were gone through.

Carrie had gradualy edged her way to the back of the group of people, taking Kusac with her. His
growls had now subsided to alow rumble of discontent.

She was confused. For amoment she was sure she had felt her mental companion, but then he was gone.
Why? Was he nearby, was that why she had felt hisfear and anger? Could he see the Vadtegans? She
searched within her mind but, beyond the fact of his presence, she could not touch him.

The soldiers had turned their attention to the villagers now and had taken one of the men aside to search.
They were not being gentle about it. Coming from aheavier world than Earth or Keiss, despite their
gpparent frailty, they were far stronger than the Terrans and were uncaring about compen-sating for it
when dedling with them.

Carrie began to study the officer. If seen from behind, the Vategans did appear Terran, athough they



were dightly taller and dimmer. The main differences were around the head and face, littlethingsin
themselves, but taken al to-gether they made the Vategans more grosdy Alien. They seemed to have no
foreheads. Instead, theline of their facesin profile curved smoothly down from the crown of the head,
ending at thetip of the nose. Set on either side, their eyes were rounder, and of auniversally dark green
that con-trasted badly with their palid skins.

There were other differences, like thelack of eyebrows and thetiny, rounded ears, but it took longer to
notice them.

Asif aware of her gaze, the soldier turned to look at her. His eyes seemed to get rounder and larger as
he, in histurn, momentarily studied her.

Fear gripped her somach. It was never wise for Terran women to attract the personal attention of a
Valtegan officer. Quickly she made her eyes seem lackluster and vacant, let-ting her facia musclesrelax
into a semblance of congenitd idiocy, and began projecting the image toward the officer.

Hisround pupils narrowed, becoming vertica dits. After amoment, he looked away.

This search was different. They seemed to be looking for something specific thistime. Perhaps she could
touch their minds and find out what. Carefully she sent out afaint questing thought, only to fed it seized
and returned to her.

Reding back in shock, she leaned againgt the wall, gasp-ing for air.

Your thought was too faint, said someoneinsde her mind. Try to imagine it as a beam of light. It
must be strong yet in-finitely fine. Yours was too diverse and would have aroused the Valtegan's
notice. Let me teach you how to read another mind unnoticed.

"Who are you?' whispered Carrie, glancing around the room in panic. "Where are you? Show yoursdf!"
The manin front of her turned round, frowning.
"Hush," he said. "Don't cause any moretrouble.”

/ have alarmed you, said the voice, itstone one of contri-tion. / had forgotten that | had not yet
spoken to you. Don't you know me?

"Yes" shemurmured, barely talking as she took a deep breath to steady hersdf. "But who are you?"

/ had to stop you quickly, he said apologeticaly, otherwise you would have given yourself away.
Just "say " your wordsin your mind, | can hear them.

Who are you? she asked.

Much better, hereplied. You can talk at normal speed, you know. Any time you want to speak to
me, just reach out here, he showed her, and you'll find me.

Let me show you how to reach for the Valtegans. | will
lead your mind, so relax your control. Relax, he urged, and Carriefelt adight tug as he took over.

She could amost see their minds narrow down, sending athin feder toward the Valtegan officer.
Matching brain waves, they looked for the surface thoughts, and finding the soldier's mind beginning to
wander, tapped into the ongoing ramblings of his consciousness.



At once Carrie was aware of the differencesin the Vategan's mind. It was a cold, aien place, empty of
emo-tionsand filled only with the lust for righting and hatred of his superiors for kegping him on Keiss.
Vague impressions of winning glory and promotion by finding the Alien artifact began to creep in.

Again shefdt theflash of afear not her own. That wasit. They had found wheat they were looking for.
Before they withdrew, they fdlt the soldier change hismind, deciding that it was merely an exercise
dreamed up for the hell of it to get them out of their barracks on a cold night. Since he had to suffer,
everyone around him could suffer, too, not least these. .. beings!

Carriefdt the presence fade and tried to hold onto it.

No, don't go, shethought. Who are you? Come back! but he had gone, leaving only the echo of his
presence.

"So Richard wasright after dl,” Carrie said to hersdlf.

Thoughts began to race through her head. Unitil six weeks ago, no one had touched her mind but Elise. It
was rare, her father and others had told her, for there to be any mentd link between people. Yet just as
Elise had died, this new contact had been established. If Richard wasright, it had happened the same day
that the object, presumably some kind of spacecraft, had falen to the ground.

Could her contact possibly be one of the Aliens? No, that wasimpossible! Y et it couldn't be one of the
colonists or she would have recognized the fed of hismind. Besides, he seemed to know alot about this
extrasense, something which even Jack Reynolds knew only whét little he'd learned from studying her.

Could he be aVdtegan? Every few months one of their ships camein with aload of injured, tired, and
bored sol-diers ready for a couple of months of high living at the plea-sure cities of Geshader and
Tashkerra. The turnover of personndl, except for those forming the permanent garrisons, was
tremendous. Could it be one of them? She shuddered, feding physicaly ill at the thought. It had to be
another Alien: please God that it was.

Who are you? Where are you from? she asked. Are you one of the Aliens? Therewas no reply
athough she kept re-pesting the question.

Kusac trod firmly on her foot, drawing her atention back to her surroundings.
"Ouch!" she said as she pulled her foot from under his paw.

The Vategans had searched agood half of the people in the room by now she redlized as she looked
around. Those who had been checked already were Sitting or standing at the other end of the bar under
the watchful gaze of asoldier.

"What'sthat Jm Hedley up to?' she heard Ted Meredith ask his neighbor.
"No good, I'll be bound," John Innes muttered in reply. "Never could stand the man. Slimy little toad.”

Curious, Carrieturned to follow their gaze. Jm was edg-ing closer and closer to the officer—at least he
was trying to. The unoccupied guard stepped forward and pushed him back.

"No move," he hissed.
"I need to spesk to your officer,” Jm said, sumbling against Ted and clutching at hisarm for support.
Ted pushed him away.



"Notak."

Jm moved forward again.

The soldier waved theriflethreateningly. “Stay."

Jm glanced around like a frightened chicken. Everyone waslooking at him.

"Look, | need to spesk to your officer in private," he said, trying to keep hisvoicelow. "I can hep you."
"How help?' asked the guard.

Again Jm looked round franticaly, asif hoping for away to escape.

"l can help,” hesaid. "I know what you're looking for."

"The bastard's adamned collaborator!" exclaimed Bill.

"Givel" demanded the soldier, holding out his hand.

"I want protection from thislot firgt,” Jm said, his con-fidence coming back alittle now that he had
burned hisbridges.

"Give" indgted the Vategan.
Jm shook hishead. "Oh, no, | want my..."

Therest of his sentence was strangled as the officer turned and reached out, grabbing him by the throat
and lift-ing him haf ameter into the air.

"So, you have dl thetime," hissed the officer, giving Jm adight shake. "Waste our time. Give now!"

Jm, turning adistinct shade of blue, scrabbled at his right hand trouser pocket and drew out asmall
trand ucent cube.

L etting his gun swing free, the Vategan took the object from him and examined it perfunctorily.
"Why we don't get sooner?”

"I'd gotten it back for you, | just hadn't had time to hand it over." His voice was hoarse and barely
audible as hetried to hang onto the Vategan'sarm. "I'll be quicker next time!™

"No next time," hissed the Vategan. "Y ou no use now."
Hetightened his grip, nonretractable claws pressing sharp tipsinto the man'sthroat.
Jm scrabbled frantically at the clawed hand, trying to prize it open, but inexorably it closed.

The claws punctured his throat, sending blood flowing down the Vategan's hand and arm. The man
twitched sev-era times before his head lolled limply and he hung in mid-air like abroken doll.

"Messy," hissed the Vdtegan with distaste before opening his hand and casting the body to one side.
Blood splattered around the room.

With asharp word in his own language, he turned and walked out of the Inn, the other three soldiers
following him.



"Get the women out of here," said Carriés father, bresk-ing the horrified slence,
She could taste the metdlic smdl of blood in her mouth.

"Blood follows me around,” she said dazedly to Richard as he took her by the arm and pulled her toward
their private quarters. "Tell meit's only anightmare and that soon I'll wake up,” she pleaded, sumbling
after him.

"God knows, | wish | could, love," he said, keeping the door open for Kusac to follow them. "I'm afraid
it'sdl too red and thereisno escape.”

About an hour later Richard came up to her room. He found her lying hunched up on her bed.
"Comeon, love," he said, putting an arm around her shoulders and hel ping her to Sit up.
"Everyone's gone now. Dad wants usin his office.”

Their father got up from his desk asthey entered. His usu-aly somber face was|it with something akin to
excitement. He was agood man, but onerarely given to showing hisemotions.

"One of our contacts from Segport was at the Inn tonight. | managed to get some information from him
regarding the object the Vategans were looking for.

"Apparently they did shoot down an Alien craft. It was alight scouter, large enough to carry about eight
people— given our morphology. When they reached the crash site, the Vategans found the scouter on
fire, but they suspect that severa of the crew managed to escape.”

"Do they know what the crew looked like?" asked Rich-ard, escorting Carrieto achair.

"No. Thefire virtualy gutted the craft. Any bodies were too charred to be of use, but they did find that
crystal cube amongst the wreckage. | want to know what it'sfor."

Carrie began to cometo life again as shefdt afaint wave of rdief from her friend.
"Did our contact have thisinformation verified?' she asked.

"Not al of it," her father admitted, "but the guerrillas were able to pieceit together from what they did
find out, and they did have the cube for afew days."

"What exactly did they see?'
"Their precise words aren't important,” said her father irritably. "What mattersisthat there are Aliens.”
"Has anyone actualy seen either the wreck or these Aliens?' indsted Carrie.

"Y es, they've seen the wreck!" snapped her father. "Re-dly, Carrie, you're in astrange mood! | know
that businessin there was traumatic for you, but it's affected usall. What's got into you?”"

"She'stired, Dad. That... busnesstook alot out of her," said Richard placatingly.

"In that case you had better go to bed and rest now. | want you at your best for tomorrow evening. I've
invited someone over for dinner.”

"What about the new Aliens?' asked Richard hadtily, see-ing that Carrie was about to speak again.

"Oh, yes. We must get to them fird. If they camein ascouter, it couldn't have comefar, so they must



have a Mothership. I'm asdunijig the survivors will have someway of contacting their people, and if we
help them, they might return the favor by sending amessageto Earth.

"They may even help us againgt the Vategans. Unless we can do something to rid the planet of them, we
must stop that colony ship before it reaches midpoint. Can you imag-ine the catastrophic effect of our
technology, scientists, engi-neers, and such faling into Vategan hands?*

"What do you want usto do?' Richard inquired.

"Our agent is officidly courting agirl here so he can't leave for aday or two. Get some pigeons sent with
coded messages to the agents in the other towns. Tell them to con-tact the other members of our group
and get them to keep their eyes and ears open for anything resembling another species of Aliens. Tell
them to be careful. They're to report anything out of the ordinary to you or me. | dso want ames-sage
about what's happened tonight sent to our contact in Segport.

"You'd better get started now," he ordered.

"All right," said Richard. "I don't suppose you have the dightest idea of what these Alienslook like, do
you?'

"None. But sincethe Valtegans are humanoid, | expect they'relikely to be the same. The bodieswere
goparently bi-laterd.”

When her brother had |eft, Carrie got to her feet. "Did you ask about Elise?"

A shadow crossed her father's face and he turned away from her. "Y es. They said they had aready
disposed of her body.

"Go and ret, Carrie. Y ou shouldn't have been working in the taproom. It's my fault. | shouldn't have
asked you. Next week when you're stronger, you can start teaching the chil-dren again. Until then, | want
you to take things easy."

"But, Dad!" exclamed Carrie, taking a step toward him. "I'm fine now, redly | am.”

"Carrie, for God's sake, go and rest!" her father said, turning angrily on her. "Will you do things my way
for achange? First your mother, then Elise. | don't want to lose any more of my family. If | hadn't let
mysalf be persuaded to dlow Eliseto do aMataHari act with the Vategans, she would be with us now.

"You aren't astrong person, Carrie," he said, gripping her by the arms and speaking in aquieter voice.
"Y our hedlth has never been good. Will you please me and go and lie down?

Carrie sghed mentally. Now her father had anew form of mora blackmail to use againg her.
Reluctantly, she nodded her head and her father released her.

"Good. Off you go, then. I'll send Meg up with ahot drink for you."

Sheleft the office and returned to her room. Shefelt sorry for her father, trying to run the Inn under these
extreme cir-cumstances, but even sorrier for hersdlf. Life on Keisswas an impossible situation for an
unmarried girl of her age who was dependent on her father. Add to that the fact that she was known to
be "different,” now that she was being seen as the next thing to the village witch, finding a suitable man
prepared to have her would be difficult, to say the least.

Of the three or four young men interested in her, none had visited her or even inquired after her while she
was still bed-ridden except for David and she wanted nothing to do with him. Who wanted to run the risk



of what these good people considered "bad blood" in their family?

Not that she wanted to marry. Only the women strong enough to join the guerrillas were free from their
duties of producing the colony's next generation. It was an option to consder, possibly her only one.

Chapter 4

Carrielounged back in the chair, heaving asigh of genuinerelief as she pulled the cigarettes out of her
pocket and lit one, inhaing deeply. Thank God, her first day was over. Her class had just left, homeward
bound for their afternoon chores. Once more she was her own mistress. The job, her contribution to the
Res stance movement, was no sinecure. Although the class numbered only twenty, they ranged in age
from fiveto fifteen. After that, any further education was gained by being apprenticed to one of the trades
within their settlement. Academic education was, for now, aluxury on Keiss. Survivd inVdleytown
depended on the more ba-sic kills of farming and animal husbandry, athough some technical skillswere
needed. Consequently, the children spent only afew hours every day with her.

The Valtegans opposed even this, with the result that the classes were conducted in secret. Carrie's extra
sense had d-waystold her when any Vategans had been in the vicinity of the Community Hall, so asyet
she had not been discov-ered.

She looked idly acrossthe hall: there was no sign that it had recently been a classroom. Officialy shewas
running a creche, watching the younger children with the help of the older ones, while their parents were
busy in the fields. Her glance strayed to where Kusac lay basking in apool of sun-light. Hiseyes
flickered open and regarded her lazily for afew moments before drooping closed again.

He had surprised everyone but her, she thought, smiling to hersalf. From the start he had been friendly
and docile and except for the odd foray about the valley, he hardly left her side. Reluctantly, her father
had given in and adlowed him to continue living in the house.

She sat up abruptly, sensing someone gpproaching. She groaned, disturbing Kusac. It would haveto be
David Elliot!

She had tried to make it clear that she wasn't interested in him but her father would keep inviting him to
cal on them for dinner. Short of ordering her to accept David's advances, he had done everything in his
power to encourage a match between them.

David owned the timber yards and bringing him into the family would beto their advantage. Hewas aso
wedlthy enough to have several men working for him, so she would never be expected to do any of the
hard manual work for which her father insisted she wasn't made.

"Racehorses aren't built like Clydesdaes," he kept telling her.

Thearrival of the Vategans, plus the two pleasure centers which had mushroomed up near Seaport and
Oceanview, had disrupted the lives of many of the Terran colonigts, creating asmall floating population
comprised mainly of younger peoplefilled with resentment. Colonistsliving near the Sites of the centers
had been dispossessed of their land and had drifted northward, unwilling to settle down permanently
again. It was these people that David and some of the othersin the valley employed. The more militant
youths had joined bandsin the forests under the command of the Captain and the remaining crew of the
Eureka. They harried the enemy in any way they could, making guerrilla sorties on their out-podts.

The door siwung open and David poked his head into the hall.
"Hello, Carrie. Thought I'd come and seeif you were fin-ished.”



"They'vejudt |€ft," shereplied, getting to her feet and lifting her jacket from anearby chair.

"I'll see you back to the house, then. There's aVategan patrol in the town today. It's not agood ideafor
you to walk back aone." He held the door open imperioudy for her.

"Itisn't very far, David. | can manage fine by mysdlf," she said, walking past him and into the corridor.
David hurriedly caught up with her and frowned at Kusac as the cat padded silently between them.
"Can't you leave that animd at home?1 don't like him; he unsettlesme.”

"Kusac is asfree to come and go asyou. If you want to see me back to the Inn, you'll have to put up
with him, too," she replied shortly, pushing the outer door open.

"lsntit timeyou got rid of him? Helooks perfectly fit to me. Y ou can't have him trailing after you for the
res of hislife.”

"I'm not going to get rid of Kusac to please you, David, so you had better get used to that,” Carrie said,
stopping to glower at him. "If you think we look ridiculous, why do you bother being seen with us?"

"Don't beslly, Carie" chided David, moving round to her other side and taking her by the arm.
"Besides, youre drawing attention to yourself." He nodded vaguely in the di-rection of a squad of
Vategans nearby. "I don't know how you'd manage without me around to keep you from getting into

scrapes.”

"| coped well enough before | met you," she muttered, al-lowing hersaf to be led past the interested
Aliens. "Kusac givesmedl the protection | need. The Vategansdon't like him either.”

"That's as may be, but you know their attitude toward women, especially one as beautiful asyou. Their
very pres-enceisathreat. Y ou need to be accompanied when they are around. Y ou are too independent
at timesfor your own good.”

Again Carrie stopped. She was seething. He really was too much!

"Don't get mewrong," he continued, unaware of her an-ger, "I vaue your independent streak, but
sometimes you don't act in acompletely rationd fashion. | was going to mention it before now, but | was
aureit wasonly aphase." He smiled at her. "With theright kind of guidance and re-sponsibility youll
grow out of it."

"And you think you can do this?' she asked quietly.

"I could if you gave me achance," he admitted. "Y ou've got the makings of an ided wife, once you've
settled down.”

Speechless, Carrie stared at him asif seeing him properly for the first time. His face reminded her of
some animal, with itslong, pointed chin and smdl dark eyes. A ferret, that wasit! Asfor modesty, it was
not one of hisweaknesses. He was only too aware of his own worth as he saw it.

"Not for you, David," she said findly, shaking her arm free. ™Y ou don't want awife, you only want a
pliant femaeto mold in your ownimage."

"You're still young and want your freedom for awhile longer. | gppreciate that, and I'm prepared to wait
for afew more months." He reached out for her again but found Kusac standing between them.

Carrie took advantage of the opportunity and moved qui-etly away from him.



"Good-bye, David. I'll manage the rest of the way on my own,” she said over her shoulder.

"Damned animd," David swore, aming akick at Kusac and just missing him. He badly wanted this
dliance with Carriésfamily. Her father was respected by everyone in the town and her dowry would be
generous, and useful, consid-ering the expansion he planned for the paper mill. Besides, shewasnot an
unattractivegirl.

One way or another held get her. Since that business of her sster's death, al the other men—far too
young for her anyway—had backed off, leaving him as her only suitor. Su-pertitious fools that they
were! Still, their supidity washisgan.

If he went to the Town Council and pressed his suit, they'd agree to it without question since shewas a
couple of years past marriageable age dready. In fact, maybe just dropping ahint to her father that he
was prepared to do that would be enough.

A dow grin spread across hisface. Why not do it now, while the ideawas fresh in his mind? Peter
Hamilton would be donein his greenhouses at thistime of day. He crossed over the main street to the
Inn, whigtling ajaunty little tune, well pleased with his Strategy.

Carrie stormed into the kitchen, coming to rest beside the table.

"That man!" she hissed a Meg, "he gets more arrogant and overbearing every day!"
Meg looked up from the list of foodstuffs she was compil-ing.

"Had another row with David, then?" she asked sympa-theticaly.

"Row? Y ou can't argue with a man who believes he's God's gift to women!" Carrie muttered, taking her
coat off and flinging it in the general direction of the pegs by the door.

"He's not abad man, Carrie. He's got many good quali-ties. Y ou could do alot worse, you know."

"Not you, too," exclaimed the thoroughly exasperated girl. "Y ou're as bad as Father. He can't wait to get
me mar-ried off either.”

"No oneistrying to force you to marry him. It'sonly that he can offer you away of life that none of the
younger men can. Y ou aren't strong enough to work in the fields despite what you think," admonished the
older woman.

"Y our father only wantsto make sure you're settled with someone who will look after you properly.
Y ou've got to marry, you know. Y ou're past the age set by the Council. If you don't choose soon, they'll
choose for you."

"Theresfar moreto life than just marriage, and if that was what | wanted, | wouldn't choose David Elliot!
| came dl the way from Earth to Keissfor what? To lead amore re-gtricted life herethan | did there?’
She shook her head. "No, Meg, | want more than that. If al of you don't stop going hysterical whenever
| sneeze, and don't stop pushing me into amarriage | don't want, I'm going to leave here. There are other
Seitlements, you know. | want to do something worth-while with my life”

"Redly, Carrie," chided Meg, getting up. "There's no need to be so melodramatic. Y ou're beginning to
sound like your sgter! Marriage is a very worthwhile occupation for awoman, and you'l not find it any
different in the other set-tlements. Welost too many people in the Crossing. We need anew generation
of children now if weareto surviveon Keiss™"



"Surviva isn't enough. | want something for me, Meg, and | don't mean marriage and children.”
"Wheat sort of thing did you havein mind?' Meg asked.

"I fancy working with Jack, studying the animal life. He's got some field trips planned which sound as
though they might be quiteinteresting.”

"I don't know about thefield trips,” replied Meg, going over to the stove to put on the kettle. "If | were
you, I'd take onething a atime. Y ou were avery sickly child, dwaysill, and you seemed to take
everything more severdy than the other children.”

"Y ou're only going on hearsay!" exclamed Carrie. "Didn't anyonethink to tell you that haf my illnesses
were Elisgs? They didn't, did they? They only told you what they wanted you to believe. I'm tired of
being told I'm achronic invalid. I'm as hedthy as anyone dsein thisbloody valey!"

Beside hersdlf with rage, Carrie rushed out of the kitchen and upstairs to her own room, Kusac bounding
after her.

The door firmly shut behind her, she strode over to her clothes cupboard and began hauling out a couple
of changes of clothing and footwear.

Kusac, crouching near the door, watched her with growing apprehension. Since he had begun teaching
her how to use her Taent, he had found his mind linked permanently to hersin alight rapport. Because of
this, he had been aware for sometime of her growing anger with the restrictions her fa-ther and the
community were putting on her life. He dso knew she had been working hersdf up to a pitch where she
would leavethevdley, and it looked asif that time had arrived.

Thisfitted in with hislong-term plans. He had been pre-pared to risk telling her that he was her teacher
but only be-cause he needed her help. He knew he could trust her. Her family, however, was another
matter. They couldn't see be-yond their own problems with the Vategans and would only hold him back
at this stage of his search. Once they were free of the settlement there would be time enough for her to
meet her first Sholan. If only shewould wait alittle longer.

It's too soon, he thought, reaching for her. Wait for a week, a few days even.
I've waited too long already, camethetart rejoinder as he was thrust firmly out of her mind.

Redling back on his hauncheswith the force of her rebut-tal, he watched hel plessy as she tucked the legs
of her trou-sersinto the tops of her boots.

Getting to her feet, Carrie went over to the door and opened it, peering cautioudy into the corridor. It
was empty.

"Wait here, Kusac," she whispered, stepping outside and closing the door behind her.

Kusac sat down again. "If only shewould stay another couple of days," he muttered. He would rather
have waited until hisleg was completey healed before going in search of hisfdlow Sholansfrom the
Srroki. Hislimp wasn't painful, but he knew from hisforays around the valley that apart from dowing
him down, it would make him tire more quickly.

Carrie returned a couple of minutes later with her broth-er's rucksack tucked under her arm. Luckily,
sheld seen it squashed into acloset in the hall acouple of days before. Dumping it onto the bed, she
unbuckled it and began to check over its contents. It still contained much of the stand-ard issue from one
of Jack'sfield tripsthat Richard had been on. There was a stove and some of the small solar cdll



bat-teriesthat fueled it, a pan, eating utendils, a couple of light-weight insulated blankets, abasic medica
kit, and some dehydrated packs of food.

"I hope you can hunt for both of us, Kusac," she said wryly as she shoved everything back into the
rucksack and began ramming her clothes and spare bootsin on top.

That done, she pulled aknife out of one of the side pock-ets and, loosening her belt, threaded the sheath
onto it. Fas-tening the buckle, she settled the knife over her right hip.

From the wardrobe she brought out her thick winter parkaand dipped it on. Taking alast look around
the room to make sure she hadn't forgotten anything important, she picked up the rucksack and moved
over to the door.

"Comeon, Kusac," she said, checking the corridor once again, "were leaving.”

Stopping outside her brother's room, she gently probed it to seeif he had returned, but it still felt empty.
Unlike hers, hiswindow looked onto the fields at the back of the house.

Not quite accustomed to trusting her Talent yet, she opened the door warily, taking agood |ook round
before she stepped inside and went over to the window. Releasing the catch, she pushed it open and
leaned out to seeif there was anyone at the back of the house. When she was sure there was no one
about, she lifted the rucksack up, balancing it on the sill. To the left, just below the window, lay apile of
sacks. That wasided: it would break the rucksack'sfall, and among sacks of the same color, it was
unlikely to be no-ticed. Heaving it over the edge, shelet it dangle at arm'slength before swinging it
toward the sacks. Shelet it go, and with afaint whump it landed right on target.

Shutting the window, she turned back to Kusac.
"Okay, old fdlow," shesad, "it'sour turn.”

Carrie made her way back downstairs to the now deserted kitchen. Taking advantage of the opportunity,
she rummaged around in the pantry, emerging with asmall package of food and coffee which she stowed
in her pockets.

She had just moved toward the outer door when she heard Meg come into the room.
"Ah, Carrie, I'm glad | caught you before you left. Jack Reynoldsisin the lounge waiting to see you."

Carrie hesitated, torn between adesire to go now while she had the courage to leave and the fear of
drawing atten-tion to hersdf by acting out of character.

"Onyou go," urged Meg, going over to thesink tofill the coffegpot. "I'll bring some coffee and biscuitsin
toyou."

Balked, shewent into the lounge, Kusac following.
Do not project your mood, came the gentle warning.
"Hello, Jack," she said, trying hard to tone down her frus-tration.

"Hello, my dear. Did | catch you asyou were going out?" he asked, standing up as she entered the room.
"Sorry about that, but | won't take up much of your time. | just wanted to check up on my two favorite
patients.”

"It'sdl right. Please, Sit down," she said, taking off her jacket and sitting down on the settee opposite



him.

"Let'sstart with Kusac," he said, moving over to where the cat sat at her side.
"Stand up, therésagood fellow," he said, stroking him between the ears.
Kusac obliged.

Jack felt down both his rear flanks, checking the hip and knee mobility, comparing the sound leg with the
injured one.

"He'sahit fiff, but that should pass. | must admit I'm impressed at how fast he's hedled, dmost asif he's
had some help," he said, giving her asidelong look.

Carrie shrugged. "Don't ook at me," she said. "'l know nothing about hedling.”
"Hm," wasdl he said asturned to her. "Let's see your hands, then.”

Carrie held them out for Jack to take and examine. Nor-mally she didiked being touched by anyone
except her im-mediate family, but Jack was different. His touch didn't make her uneasy, didn't fed like he
was taking apersond liberty with her.

Jack studied her fingernails carefully. The new nailswere dready hafway up the fingers and were
perfectly formed with none of the creases or bumpsin them that he would have expected. He released
her.

"How about the scars?"

Carrie pushed up her shirtdeeve. Therewasthe faintest of pink lines running upward from her elbow to
disappear under the rolled up swester.

"They'redl likethat," shesad.

"Theresnot alot | can say, isthere? Obvioudy thereisgoing to belittle if any scarring, and your hands
are perfect, my dear,” he said, getting back to hisfeet and returning to his chair.

Carrie dug into her jacket pocket for her cigarettes and of-fered one to Jack.
"Thank you," he said, lighting up. ™Y ou know, | think last year's tobacco crop was the best so far.”

There was a gentle knock on the door and Meg camein bearing atray with a plate of biscuits and two
mugs of cof-fee. She handed it to Carrie then | eft.

Now that she was cdmer, Carrie could sense Jack's uneasiness. As she handed him his coffee and
offered him abiscuit, she relaxed further, carefully letting her mind match his as she had been shown how
to do with the VVategan, and tuned in to his surface thoughts. He wanted to ask her some more questions
about her link with Elise, that was why he was concerned about not upsetting her.

Her sense of humor reasserted itsdlf.
"What do you want to ask me about Elise, Jack?"
Jack looked faintly startled.

"Y ou've changed since your sister died,” he said abruptly. "I must admit | expected your strange talentsto



disappear, but they havent. In fact, they've increased.

"You'll haveto take care, Carrie. They're talking about you in town. We may be civilized, but out here on
thisfron-tier world, supergtition takes over, often overwheming sci-ence and logic.”

Carrielooked down at her hands.
"Sorry," she mumbled.

"Oh, it doesn't bother me. | know thereisarational explanation for what you do, and one day | intend to
find it, with your help. Jugt, for God's sake, don't play your games with the townspeople. Y ou frighten
them, and frightened people can be dangerous.”

"All right, Jack," she said, looking back up a him. "What isit you want to know?"'

"We thought that thislink with your Sster was mainly telepathic, and only with her, so how comeyou
now seem to be able to pick up other peopl€'s thoughts?'

"I could only sense Elise, but she was able to reach one of the guerrillas—agirl caled Jo, | think—and
send her the information she gathered in Geshader.

"No," shesad, forestaling his question, "Jo isn't atele-path asfar as| know, she only got vague images
from my sister which sheinterpreted as hunches or intuition. Elise said Jo was never sure what came from
her and what she had worked out for hersdlf. If | remember rightly, Jo wasthe Eu-reka's linguist.

"l don't know why | could only pick up my twin. Perhapsthe link with Elise was so strong that it
drowned out every-onedse.”

Kusac tuned out their conversation, focusing his attention on the fact that Carrie€s sster had beenin
contact, albeit avery primitive contact, with one of the guerrillas. This could proveto be useful at alater
date.

He had to find his crew mates. He knew that before they had Ieft him they had said they were heading for
thelife pod that they'd tracked down to the forested region not far from Valeytown.

He didn't know how much exposure they'd had to the Vategans, but it was obvious to him that thiswas
the spe-cies for whom his people had been searching. It was even more vitd that hereach therest of his
team now that he knew their computer crystal wasin Vategan hands.

His attention was abruptly pulled back to the girl as hefelt her need to tdll thisman of her new link. Icy
cold fear washed through him and, with no time for subtlety, he sent a negative command to her.

Carrie suddenly found hersdf unableto talk or move. Hisfear began to resonate dong with hers® and
sheer terror gripped her.

Swiftly hetook control, damping her emotions and searching for her short-term memory. Helifted the
thought of telling Jack from her mind and backed out, gradually re-turning control to her.

Confused, Carrie suddenly found hersdf feding light-headed and swayed allittle in her seet.
"Areyou al right?' Jack asked, reaching forward to steady her.
"Yes. Yes, I'mfine, honestly,” she said, rubbing her eyesin an effort to clear her vison.

"| think I've overtaxed you," he said. "Well leaveit a that for today."



The door opened and her father camein. He looked angry and determined.

"Afternoon, Jack," he said, standing in the open doorway. "Carrie, I've just had avisit from David Elliot.
Yes, well may you groan,”" he said tartly. "Unless you accept his pro-posd, he intendsto go to the Town
Council to have you d-located to him ashiswife. I'll have no daughter of mine go through the indignity of
aCouncil Marriage Hearing. I've assured him you will accept, so get used to the ideathat you'll be
married within the month." With that, heleft.

Carrie sat stunned, unable to think of anything to say.
"David Elliot?" said Jack. " Surdly you can find someone younger and better than him.”

"Ah, well, you said it yourself, Jack. | frighten everyone el se off. | don't exactly have any choice now,”
she said dowly, picking her coat up. "Will you excuse me? 1 think | need to go for along walk."

"Yes, of course," said Jack. "L ook, don't go doing any-thing foolish now."

Carrieflashed him asmile. "Who, me? No, | promise | won't do anything stupid, Jack. Y ou have my
word onit."

"Going out now?" Meg asked as Carrie walked through the kitchen to the door.
"Yes, I'm taking Kusac for awalk," said Carrie, reaching for the latch.

"There's no need to be on the defensive with me, Carrie," Meg replied mildly. "I'm not going to try to
stop you. Don't go far from the settlement, though. There arealot of Valtegans around today.” Meg
frowned briefly. "Are you sure that jacket's necessary, child? Y ou're going to be boiled divein this
wesether."

"Yes," sad Carriefirmly, stepping into the yard and wait-ing for Kusac to follow her. "It may turn chilly
later on."

Meg shrugged and turned away to get on with her work.

Carrie pulled the door closed behind her, leaning weakly againgt it for amoment, trying to control her
jangling nerves. Now she had no option but to leave home. The knot in her somach refused to relax and
her throat felt tight with fear. Straightening up, she looked over to where Richard's rucksack lay afew
meters distant.

She reached out for Kusac's mind, wishing as she did so that there was something beyond the normal
animal thought patternsthere. He was the only being, other than her tutor, on whom she dared to try out
her increasing new abilities, and on him they did not exactly have amarked effect. Some-times she could
induce him to movein specified directions, but not very often. She hoped that now might be one of those
times. If hewould only move toward the sacks, she would have alegitimate reason for going over to
them in case anyone was watching.

Come on, Kusac, sheurged him mentdly.

Stiffly, Kusac jerked to hisfeet, adightly astonished look on hisface. Carrie sghed with relief ashe
walked over to the rucksack, his movements seeming stilted to her because she knew him so well.

"Good boy!" she murmured, releasing him from her con-trol before she ran over to grab the pack.
Clutching it tightly against her chest, she urged Kusac on ahead of her.



As she made her way through the fields toward theriver, she redlized that she had not yet decided where
shewas go-ing. There was only one reasonable option open to her; head for the forest and try to join
one of the guerrillabands that roamed there. Perhaps she could meet up with thislinguist Jo.

Damn her father, damn David, and damn Meg! Why had they made it impossible for her to say at
home? Any one of them could have helped to make life bearable for her, but in-stead they treated her
like somefragile semi-invalid, cosset-ing and protecting her from the harsh everyday world until she had
amost cometo believe they were right. And now she wasto be sold off to the only bidder in the cattle
market caled marriage.

She stopped abruptly, seeing the bridge ahead of her. Once she crossed it, she was on her way out of
thevaley. To the west, across the dopes of the Plateau Hills, lay the nearest settlement, but another
settlement wasn't what she wanted.

Defiantly, she slamped over the bridge and headed north to the forest. The guerrillas were another
matter. Whereas her father's underground movement worked passvely, cgjol-ing and bribing information
out of the Vategans, the Terran outlaws used aggression astheir main tool. They existed in agtate of
undeclared war with the Vategans, harassing their off duty troops and the permanent garrison alike, both
inand out of the main pleasure cities of Geshader and Tashkerra. Being fighters, they weren't dedicated
to perpetuating man-kind, just to protecting it. They couldn't afford to be atru-istic being so short on
numbers. Every able-bodied person, male or femae, was expected to fight. Yes, it had to be the
guerrillas. Even her father couldn't request that they send her back!

Kusac plodded gamely aong beside her. He wasn't find-ing the going too difficult at the moment, but he
suspected it might become worse as time went on. His hip joint didn't fed asflexible asit should, but that
was probably just stiff-ness asthe Terran medic had said. Anyway, he was trying not to favor it.

Now that they were well on their way, he could afford to rlax hisvigilance alittle. He thanked Vartra
again that the girl had been too angry to notice his gentle molding of her resolve. Had she not been so
distracted, he had his doubts as to whether or not he would have been able to influence her at al. Her
mind was becoming so much stronger these days. When she "told" him to go over to the rucksack inthe
gar-den, he had ingtinctively tried to block the order. Against hiswill, however, he had responded. Of
course, she thought him merely an anima not a sentient person and had been totally unsubtle in her
command, but it didn't change the fact that it wasthefirgt timein hislife that anyone had controlled his
thoughts or actions.

Could her Taent be greater than his? Only Vartraknew. He sghed, dismissing the thought dmost asit
formed. That was unimportant, but it did matter that Carrie soon learn the code of ethicsthat went dong
with possessing a Taent.

Dusk was fast approaching when they reached the edge of the forest. Carrie dowed to astop asshe
looked at the mass of trees ahead of her. In the half light, their tall dark boleslooked somber and
menacing. Among them waited many dangers, the least of which wastheforest cats. The tales she had
heard of creaturesin this part of the valey didn't bear remembering. She groaned and, shutting her eyes
briefly, gave her head alittle shake to dispd the phantoms that seemed to lurch out at her from every
dark shadow. She opened her eyes again and found that everything had re-turned to norma. Kusac and
she were alone amid the sea of dark towering trees. Determinedly, she suppressed even these thoughts.
A vivid imagination was definitely not an advantage on atrip like this. At least she wasn't done. With
Kusac for company, she should be safe enough, especially from forest cats. Reaching out, she put her
hand on his collar and began walking toward the nearest trees.

The ground underfoot was soft and spongy, a carpet of de-caying leaves. Soon they would have to stop



for the night. Carriefelt in her pockets for the torch she had brought with her. Dragging it out, she
switched it on and swept the beam around her, looking for some dry ground on which to camp. The light
picked out the trunk of ahuge evergreen only afew meters away. Its massive spread of branches had
pro-tected the ground about its base from even the worst of the spring rains and when Carrie went over
toit, shefound the pile of needles surrounding it quite dry.

She shrugged her arms out of the straps of her rucksack and lowered it to the ground. With asigh of
relief, she stretched her shoulders, kneading the sore spots gently with her hands. Although the rucksack
had seemed light enough when shel€ft, for the last couple of hoursit had felt asif she had been carrying a
ton. She was not used to walking any distance either, she thought ruefully, giving her aching calvesagood
rub before calling Kusac over.

"Food, Kusac. Go and catch food,” she said, taking his face between her hands. Shetried to project into
his mind the picture of one of the rabbitlike creatures that abounded on the planet.

"Hunt," she said, bringing theimage of him chasing the creature into her scenario. "Fetch food." She
released him, hoping that her earlier success would be repested.

It was. Kusac had picked up the message loud and clear. Carrie was no longer a pupil; she had learned
how to utilize her Talent, and was now beginning to exploit it—and him—to the full.

Kusac moved afew meters away and began to sniff the air near the ground. Picking up a scent easily, he
loped off, quite enjoying the opportunity for alittle night hunting.

Hisfears over hisleg had proved to be unfounded. The dight stiffness he had experienced was probably
dueto lack of proper exercise. He was ready now to begin his search for the rest of the scout ship's
crew. At least he knew where they would have been heading. Thelife pod, dropped by the first survey
team as amatter of course, had landed some-where in the swamps ahead of them. That much they had
all learned before they had been attacked by the battle cruiser orbiting the planet. His crew mateswould
definitdly makefor thereif they were dtill dive.

Aboard the pod was a transmitter capable of sending a message directly to their Mothership. Within a
few days, arescue misson would be onitsway. But judging by the lack of activity among the Valtegans,
his crew mates had not yet reached the pod and sent the message. Thisworried him. By the same token,
they had not been captured.

The Valtegans discovery of their computer cube was a bitter blow. Were they able to accessits
information, they would have amap of not only their search area, but the Sholans home planet aswell.
He needed to get that infor-mation to Captain Garras as soon as possible.

Tomorrow would settle some of hisworries. He would haveto tel Carrie who he was before they broke
camp, which would be no easy task, but he needed her help to guide him through the swamp. Then,
when they found the rest of the crew, she could tell the Captain what message she wanted sent to her
home planet. They could do that for the Terrans, if nothing ese.

Kusac ducked quickly behind alow bush. In asmal clear-ing ahead of him grazed severd of thelittle
rabbit creatures. He tensed, then sprang. A split second later a scream of ter-ror sent the animals rushing
for cover. Kusac's mind seemed to explode with the sound.

Help me, Kusac! Thecry vibrated ingde his skull, catch-ing him in mid-legp and felling him like astone.

Helay there, stunned for amoment by the force of her call.



Coming, hereplied briefly, trying to ignore the buzzing in his head as he got to hisfeet and began making
hisway swiftly back to the camp.

What kind of danger ? he demanded, tightening hislink with her as he sensed her thoughts becoming
incoherent with terror.

Valtegans!
Hetuned into her mind instantly, seeing her backed against atree, ringed by four Vategans.

"How you live?" hissed their officer, taking her face roughly in hishand and turning it. "Wekill you. |
know."

"Kill again," said another, "but later."

"You killed her," whispered Carrie, her hand going up to catch hiswrist. The physical contact let her fed
hismind. "And you enjoyed doing it, you bastard!" Her other hand came up in aroundhouse, catching
him on the side of the face.

The Vdtegan reded, stunned by the unexpectedness of her blow.
Moments later Kusac erupted into the clearing, hisface asnarling mask of fury.

One hand, claws fully extended, lashed out at the nearest Vategan, raking deep furrows across his chest
and flinging him to the other sde of the clearing. With asickening thud, the body caromed off the trunk of
anearby treetofal in an untidy heap at itsbase. The othersreleased Carrie, who did bonelessly to the
ground, and began backing away, reaching for their guns.

With a deep-throated growl, Kusac rose to his feet and lunged at the firt, hitting him amassive blow on
the head. There was asharp crack and the soldier collapsed.

Pain seared across Kusac's forearm as one of the energy wesapons went off. A killing rage took hold of
him and, legp-ing forward, he landed between them.

When reason returned, he stood aone in the center of a devastated clearing. At hisfeet lay two bodies.
Carefully he nudged one with hisfoot but when he saw the head lalling at animpossible angle, helet it roll
back into place.

Leaving Carrie where she had fallen, he checked the other three Valtegans. They were al dead. Good.
When he had seen to her, he would drag them off into the forest and bury them somewhere.

His body began to tremble as reaction set in and he sat down hurriedly before his legs gave way beneath
him. He had never killed aperson before; animalss, yes, but neither that nor histraining had prepared him
for theredlity of tak-ing asentient'slife. Hisanger had helped but, Vartraknew, it had been judtified.
They had killed Elise and dared to lay their filthy hands on his Leskal

He stopped, taken aback by his use of the term. It hap-pened sometimes among his kind that amale and
afemaewere linked through their Taent by an indissoluble bond, but that thisbond could exist between
two Alien raceswasjust not possible! They weretoo different, surely. Y et there must be more smilarities
between them than he had guessed to make him even think that she was hisLeska. No, it was just not

possible.

The smdll of hot coffee brought Carrie back to conscious-ness again. Remembering the Vdtegans, she
remained per-fectly still. Hardly daring to breathe, she opened her eyesfractionaly and, peering through



her eyelashes, discovered she waslying beside asmal camp fire. On the other side, not quite obscured
by the flames, sat Kusac.

"Very sendble” he said, reaching for the mug and pour-ing some coffeeinto it. "But your caution is not
necessary. | have dedlt with the soldiers. Come, have some coffee. I've dready drunk some and it
doesn't taste too bad. It has a pleasantly euphoric effect, in fact.”

Carrie sat up and reached for the mug that Kusac was holding out to her. Cupping her hands around it,
shetook acareful drink, keeping her gaze warily on him dl thetime.

"l should have guessed,” she said quietly.

" think you did on asubconsciousleve," hereplied, rak-ing in the firewith along stick until he had
pulled out two largish brown objects.

"I managed to catch some food as you suggested.” His amber eyes narrowed dightly in amusement as he
glanced up at her.

Carrie shifted uncomfortably, acutely aware of the amused overtones of Kusac's thoughts.

His mouth widened in hisequivaent of agrin, and pulling the plate out of the rucksack beside him, he
began to break open one of the objects before him. The outer casing of baked mud broke away easily,
filling the air with the aroma of roast meat. Kusac dropped the mesat onto the plate and be-gan chipping
away at the second rabbit's casing.

"Y ou only brought one plate," he said, histone dightly wistful, "so | am afraid we will haveto share.”

Images of Kusac tearing into the camp and laying into the Vategans with massive and deadly paws
drifted through Carrié's mind, to be firmly banished as she got to her feet and moved round thefireto Sit
beside him. A friend could not be rejected because of fears over the way he had pro-tected your life.

Kusac felt an easing of the tension within him. She was not afraid! Their relationship must change, hewas
aware of that, but, thank Vartra, the girl did not fear him. He needed her help and cooperation, and for
that she must aso trust him.

"Be careful,” he warned, seeing her about to reach for the mest. "It's hot, even for me."

Carrie nodded and lifted a piece of mest gingerly, blowing on it before popping it into her mouth. It
tasted wonderful, the best she had ever eaten. With dl the upsets and alarms she had been through
today, she was ravenous. She reached for another piece, accidentaly touching Kusac as she did so.
Sarting dightly, she stared a his paw, recognizing for the first timethat it was ahand not unlike her own.

Shelooked at hisface, redlizing that it was not the cat's face she had adways seen before, but one more
nearly resem-bling her own people's.

Fedling her surprise, Kusac turned his hand over so she could see the pam and held it out to her.
"Fingersmakelifealot easer, don't they?' he said, hisvoice dmost purring with amusement.

Carrie looked down again and reached out to turn Kusac's hand back over. At the end of each finger,
amost buried in the thick black fur, was a sharp, horny nall.

"We gtill use the natura wegponsthat Vartragave us,” he said, trying unsuccessfully to read the emotions
which flut-tered, haf-formed, through her mind and across her face.



Her people appeared to be peaceful gpart from the guerril-las, and the thought of allying themsavesto a
race with powerful naturd™ wegpons such asthose of the Sholans might well be distasteful to them.

"Vartra?' she asked, letting go of hishand and amiling quizzicaly up a him.

"Our Creator and Protector,” he replied, remembering hisrelief when he had discovered the Terrans
were not a God-lessrace.

"Why have | never noticed your hands before?' she asked, picking up another piece of mest. "Or your
face? Have you been disguising them with your Taent, theway | do when Vategans are about?'

"It seems | have picked up afew ideasfrom you, but | have never needed to disguise mysdlf much,”
replied Kusac. "Since | cameto this planet, for one reason or another | have been restricted to moving
about on dl fours. | usualy only travel that way when | need the extra speed. To do this, | haveto retract
my fingerslike so," he demondrated, and, like acat sheathing its claws, hisfingers disgppeared within the
thick fur. "That way | only run on the pams of my hands, which arefairly insenstive. Normaly | walk
upright like you.

"When my leg began to heal enough for me to move with-out too much pain, one of thefirst things| did
was to hunt down one of the forest cats. | soon discovered why you thought | was one of them.”

Carrie nodded thoughtfully, taking adrink from her mug of coffee.

"Y ou looked smilar to aforest cat, but your behavior, es-pecialy that first day, was morelike that of a
pet cat | once had on Earth. In fact, dmost identical to his." She stared ac-cusingly at him over the rim of
themug.

Kusac shrugged. "I have to admit that when you found me, | read your thoughts and quite shamelesdy
behaved ac-cording to what you expected of me. It wasn't until much later that | redized | was
committed to playing the part of adomesticated pet!" He laughed, the sound alow almost crooning purr.

He reached behind him. "1 thought you might like this back,” he said, handing her the legther collar he had
worn.

"Don't embarrass me," she said, flushing as she remem-bered how unconcerned she had been a his
presencein her room. Shethrew itinthefire.

"Why didn't you tell me sooner who you were?' she de-manded.

"For severd reasons,”" he replied, shifting uncomfortably under her accusing glare. "At first | wastoolill,
then | had to learn your language.”

"We've been communicating without words for several weeks."
"If I had told you before now, our relationship would have changed and others would have noticed.”

Carrie shook her head. "Not good enough, Kusac. | know when you're holding out on me. | want the
truth thistime. And whilewere at it, what brought you herein thefirst place? We weren't aware that
Keiss had any neighbors, let done two such different species.”

Kusac'stal stopped moving as helooked back at her.

"My home planet, Shola, isnot aneighbor of yours, but we did have three coloniesin this sector, until the
Vategans attacked and destroyed two of them.



"We knew the nature of these Othersfrom the few dead bodieswe found. Y ou call them Valtegans.”
Kusac fdl slent for afew moments before continuing.

"As soon as reports of the devastation came in from the Captains running the freighter lines, we sent a
battleship and escort to investigate. Not one of our people was | eft aive on either of the two colonies
attacked. They had daughtered ev-ery man, woman, and child.”

Carrie, her mind strangely open to every nuance of his, knew he was stedling himsdlf asif to receive some
rebuttal.

"Weare primarily Traders," he continued, "and though we trade with severa other specieswe have never
come across the Vategans before. Not only are they unknown to us, but to our alliesaso. Y ou are lucky
indeed that they did not seefit to exterminate your people asthey did us. We desperately need to find
out what we can about them asthey are athreat to usdl.”

"Y ou will haveto organize some kind of planetary de-fensefleetsfor both Sholaand your last colony,”
Carriesaid. "So will the other people you trade with. That will take some doing. Meanwhile, you'll need
an excdlent intelli-gence service to know exactly where and when the Vategans show up.”

Kusac inclined his head toward her. "We have such a ser-vice. | was part of it until our craft was shot
down."

"What brought you to Keissitsaf?" she asked, setting down her mug.

"Kesswas surveyed some twenty years ago, and when it proved to be capable of supporting our
gpecies, alife pod was automaticaly dropped on the surface. It was to conduct experiments on the
biosphere over aperiod of severd years, sending the information to an orbiting satdllite which in turn
would transmit it to Shola

"When it suddenly stopped transmitting, nothing was done. We had no reason to suspect anything but a
system failure. After the Valtegans struck, a possible relationship was noticed and we were dispatched to
find out what had happened.

"Our Mothership, the Khalossa, dropped severd light scoutersin various sectors of space, each ona
three-month reconnai ssance mission. We had severd planetsto check in thisarea, Keissbeing our last.
Perhaps the boredom of find-ing nothing made us less observant. Whatever the cause, we failed to notice
the presence of the Othersuntil too late." Hefell sllent.

Carriedtirred dightly, pulling her knees up to her chin and wrapping her arms around them.
"How many of you areleft on Keiss?'

"Five of ussurvived. | have no way of knowing where the others are, but we located the life pod before
we crashed, 0 | presume they have made their way there.”

Herased hishead, looking her squarely in the face.

"I must go to the pod. Even without my colleagues | can send amessage to the Khal ossa about the
Vategans pres-ence here.”

"l can seethat you must,” she replied, aware as she did so of adecrease in the stress she had been
sensing emanating from him. They had obvioudy touched upon something Kusac feared, but snce hewas
barricading the thought, and she was respecting his privacy, she had no ideawhat it was.



"Have you tried to locate your crew mentaly?' she asked.

"Yes, but | can't touch their minds. Not al my people are Taented. It ismainly confined to the members
of certain families, of which | am one. Therest of the crew were un-Talented.”

"What about that Vategan? We read his mind. Perhaps to-gether we could locate your friends.”

"It'spossble,” Kusac replied dowly. "Though with my people the problem is different. The unTdented
seem to have astrong naturd barrier which prevents contact unless both parties are willing. With the
Vategan, there was no such barrier.”

"We could try," she perasted, warming to her theme. "Aren't barriers weakest when oneis degping?
What if welook for the barrier rather than for them? If we tried now, we might succeed.”

"It might be possible. With our combined strength we may be able to pick up some faint echo from
them.”

"So what do we do?"

"Sit comfortably and rdlax,” he said, twisting himsdlf round until he wasfacing her. Heflinched ashe
moved his|eft forearm onto hisknee.

"What isit?'
"Nothing," he said. "Just agraze. One of the Valtegan en-ergy weapons clipped my arm.”

"Let mesee," shesad, leaning forward to look. The ef-fects of culture shock hit her briefly, scrambling
her thoughts for amoment as she saw first an anima's foreleg then an arm amost the same as hers except
for thefur.

She gave a short laugh. "We see what we expect, don't we?' she said. "I don't know how | ever thought
you wereafdine"

"But | am," hesad gently. "I'm afdine person.”

"Y ou know what | mean," she said. The wound was rea-sonably deep, but it had been cauterized by the
beam of en-ergy from the weapon. It had aready begun to scab over.

"It redlly should have adressng over it to protect it," she said.
"Later."

Carrierdeased hisarm and moved into a cross-legged posture, letting her handslie dackly along her
thighs

"Link withme" hesaid.

Carriesview of Kusac garted to mist, and gradually her field of vison shrank until al she could see were
his eyes. Shefelt light-headed as she sank deeper and deeper into those amber depths. Almost against
her will, shefet hersdlf being pulled into awarm, dark whirlpool.

Fear was beyond her, and for what could have been an aeon, she watched the faint flickers of light that
pulsed around her.

Carrie? The thought surrounded her. / cannot reach you.



She hesitated, momentarily unwilling to venture farther.
Carrie. Histonewas gentle, urging.

She reached out for him, letting the fina barriers snick open. A tide of Kusac's thoughts and memories
flowed over her, threatening to sweep her away. Panicking, she reached out for something to hold on to,
but dl she touched were im-ages of Kusac's past—his pain and terror when his Taent first manifested
itsdlf, the gradua growth of understanding as hisfather started to train him inits use.

Her terror began to grow as she swirled among these scenes, feeling her control of her own identity begin
to dip. Shetried to retredt, to retain her individudity, but she had aready gonetoo far. Inexorably she
was swept toward him, propelled by ingtincts and emotions she had not known she possessed.

Carrie.

It was asif ahand had clamped onto her arm, preventing her from being swept to destruction. Now they
joined, each experiencing the other in a meshing deeper and more inti-mate than anything either of them
had experienced before. She felt him draw her closer, enfolding and protecting her. His smell, mingled
with that of dightly damp fur, enveloped her. He felt warm and soft againgt her skin. Between them there
was atota understanding, atotal commitment that nothing, save death, could dissolve.

Leska, now we must find my companions. Strangely, his tone sounded unsteadly.

Kusac gathered their thoughts and channeled them, send-ing a narrow beam of consciousness throughout
the sur-rounding area, searching for the missing Sholans. At one point there was afaint presence. They
stopped, increasing the strength of their probing.

Carrie noticed the barrier first. Sheled them to the wall, searching for an opening.

Thereisno way in, Leska, but you are right. That isthe barrier of my people. They are west of
here.

In a cave, added Carrie. We can find them.
We can. Let usreturn.
The beam shrank, bringing them back to the clearing and their own bodies.

Carrie groaned. Her head hurt. There had been too many headaches of late. Shelay till, hoping it would
go away if sheignored it. Besides, she was comfortable. A hand touched her forehead gently and she
opened her eyes, smil-ing weakly up at Kusac.

"Y our head aches? | had these painswhen my Taent was developing. Perhaps| can ease it and then you
candeep.”

Carrie, unableto think or speak, lifted her head fraction-adly. That dight movement sent waves of pain
jarring through her head, and even Kusac's soft voice was almost unbearable.

Shefdt hismind touch the agony insde her skull and gradudly al pain ceased, leaving her limp and
exhausted.

Kusac leaned back, reaching for the rucksack. Fumbling one-handedly insideit, he pulled out two
emergency blan-kets. Trying not to disturb her, he spread first one then the other around them.

Helooked down a where she lay againgt his chest. So dif-ferent from his own women. Her face smooth



skin, her hair blonde and long, cut shorter above her eyes. The eyes, abrown darker than he had ever
seen, the whitesalmogt gart-lingly blue. Eyesthat right now he was drowning in.

A thought drifted up to him from her.
What is a Leska?

It has to do with our merging, replied Kusac, trying to steedy his thoughts. Their joining had been so
complete that their rapport needed no strengthening for mind talk.

We are as one—L eskas to each other. Now sleep. | have overtaxed both of us. | had no idea our
search would take this course. He fatered, trying to suppress some of the half-formed thoughts that
demanded attention.

Carrie closed her eyes obediently.
"Good night, Leska," she murmured. "'In some matters events happen asthey will."

Kusac sat for some time looking down at the deeping Terran girl. What in Vartras name had he doneto
them? Hiswas the responsibility, the blame, asthe girl'stutor. This bonding with her wasirreversble for
them both. He knew with every atom of his being that she was histrue Leska, hislife-mate.

No other relationships could ever have the depth of mean-ing or sharing that this held. Among Ta ented
Sholans this was accepted, but where did that |eave the two of them?

It wasn't asif they could hide their relationship; they would betray themselvesin many little ways every
moment of their lives, whether waking or deeping. There were bound to be reprisas, from her peopleif
not hisown.

The Terranswould claim he had controlled her, used her mind until it belonged to him. Thiswasthe
greatest Sn a Tadented person could commit. His people—so like the Terrans after dl!—were quite likely
to accuse him of the same crime and destroy that area of the brain where Taent was located.

He shivered, chilled by the very thought. To be cut off from thisworld, the full pleasures of which he had
only just begun to taste! It did not bear thinking about, and firmly, he pushed these worries to the back of
his mind, unconscioudy holding Carrie closer.

Besides, hetried to comfort himself, he had been linked to Carrie before. No one knew what triggered a
Leskabond. That thislinking should have gone so much farther had not been his doing. He had been
swept dong on the sametide as she, and for atime control had been taken out of his hands. Vartraaone
knew why it had happened, for it was certain he did not. But if it was Vartras will, then He would
protect them. Whatever the future held, at least they would face it together.

Tonight had been inevitable from the moment their minds, both stretched beyond endurance, had met for
thefirg time.

With thisthought, he lay back, carefully clasping the degping girl. He could fed her presence nestlingin
hismind likeasmdl, warm cub.

Chapter 5

Kusac dozed for an hour or two, then woke while it was fill dark. The fire glowed warmly beside them,
giving him enough light to see by. Carrie dtill lay curled up across his chest, one arm tucked around his
waist. He moved his hand, putting it up to siroke her cheek with hisfingertips. Her skin was so soft,



unlike anything he had ever felt.

For seven weeks he had lived with her under conditions that, had he not been considered an animd,
would have been caled intimate. There waslittle about her that he did not know and, whether he looked
at her from theinsde or the outsde, he found her beautiful.

He'd been attracted to her from thefirst, which was strange. He wasn't one to seek out female company,
infact, usudly the opposite. It would be interesting to see what the other Sholan men'sreactionsto her
would be.

His hands clenched briefly as he thought of Guynor. Hed played the role of pacifist long enough. Now he
had some-oneto fight for.

Once again, he pulled himself up short. Asateepath he was unableto fight at al because he would fedl
the pain heinflicted, yet he had just killed four sentients and was con-templating fighting Guynor if the
need arose. Why? He didn't remember feding anything but rage with the Vategans, none of their pain.

It had to come from Carrie. She had no such problem with fighting. Her anger blocked out her sengitivity.
Was there an overlap of their Taents? Had he acquired some of her abil-ities when their minds had
merged? What else had he re-tained?

Helet hishand relax, cupping it across her cheek. He could till fed its softness even through the tough
skin on his palm. Heightened sensitivity when they touched; he should have expected that. With that came
the knowledge that he loved her and wanted her—badly. Where they touched, flesh to flesh, his body felt
dive, tingling. She be-gan to tir in her deep.

Panic swamped him, and desperately, hetried to damp down his emotions and desire. He wanted her,
yes, but when she was ready, too, not now.

The effort left him trembling with fatigue. Vartra, but hed never fdt like this about any woman, not even
hisfirst. This had to be the Leska bonding. At the Telepaths Guild they'd al heard of itsintensity and
sniggered over it, but he had had no idea, how could he?

Carefully, he moved the deeping girl until shelay on the ground. He tucked one of the blankets around
her, then, tak-ing the other, moved afew feet away. Until she wasready for him, it would be better if he
had no prolonged physical contact with her. Wrapping the other blanket around himself, hetried to relax.
He needed to work now while she was adeep.

He wanted to go over thelink she and Elise had shared. Ever since he had known Carrie that link had
disturbed him, but until now there was no way he could investigateit.

He began by remembering the flashes from her early life and wasimmediately grateful that the memories
no longer carried the redlity they had earlier that evening.

At firg the twins had developed paralé to each other, but by the age of three, Elise had begun to outstrip
her sister. She had figured out that no matter what she did to hersdlf, it didn't hurt and she'd become
more domineering and ag-gressive as aresult. It had toned down as she got older, but some of her
cavdier attitude had remained. She hadn't tried to get hurt, but going out of her way to avoid it as others
did was not in her makeup.

So Carrie had grown up as the dominated twin, quiet and reserved, and worshiping her more
adventurous sster. She wasthe really Talented one, the strength of her Talent boosting her Sister's lesser
onethrough their link. And down that link had come only her sister's pain and fear, nothing else.



It had become automatic. Carrie sensed it when her sister got hurt and she took the pain from her. Elise,
knowing Carrie would take the hurt away, pushed it to her twin. It was avicious, self-perpetuating circle.

To Kusa, it was horrendous, an absol ute abomination of what atelepathic link should be. Such alink
should let you share pleasures and joys, feel compassion for your partner, be aware of her moods, and
enable you to mutually support each other. Y es, sharing pain and hurts cameinto it, but by halving them,
not by one of you taking on dl of the burden.

Hewould haveto try to explain what had gone wrong be-fore or else their joining would suffer. So far
he had not been aware of her taking on any of his pain. He would have to watch for that and show her
how to block out this feed-back.

Asyet she had not shown any fear of their minor link. Hed had to forgeit or let her follow her twin into
death. There had been no choice. At thetime, she had grasped hismind like thelifdineit was, and had
camly continued to ac-cept it Snce then. But if the Leskalink heightened al their senses when with each
other, how would she respond to it? Could she cope, would he be able to make her see how good it
could befor both of them, or would she only anticipate more pain?

Fatigue began to pull a him and helay down beside the fire. There was nothing much he could do at the
moment ex-cept worry. Seep was definitdy preferable if he could relax enough for it.

It was daylight when Carrie woke. The canopy of inter-laced branches dlowed a gentle green light to
filter ground-ward but prevented her from catching sight of even the smallest patch of sky. She had no
ideawhat time of day it was.

Lazily, she straightened her limbs, stretching them asfar asthey would go before sitting up. Her mind
beginning to function again, she remembered Kusac. He lay sprawled adeep, tangled in one of the
blankets/He seemed close to waking; there was no need to disturb him.

Asshegot to her feet and began folding her blanket, faint wisps of memories began to stir in the recesses
of her mind. What had happened the night before? Apart from the mind link. She frowned, trying to
concentrate, but the train of thought was elusive and refused to be pinned down. Shrug-ging it aside for
the time being, she went over to her rucksack and began rummaging among its contents for something
suitablefor breskfast.

Shed just finished making the coffee when she heard Kusac girring.

"Youtimed it well," she said, looking over at him as he stretched sinuoudy from heed to tail before
ambling over to her.

"It'sonly bread and cheese, but at least it's better than the emergency rationsweéll be having tomorrow."
She looked up at him and for thefirst time noticed how tall he redlly was. He would top her by nearly a
foot if shewere standing.

Kusac squatted down on his haunches beside her and made alow growling noise, laying his earsflat
dong hisskull.

"If they're anything like our emergency food, Sarvation isamost preferable.”

Carrie grimaced in agreement. From Kusac she could sense the sickly concentrated taste of their protein
packs.

"So the Valtegans are not at war with you?"



Kusac's question was purdly hypothetical. There was no reason for them to use verba speech now, but
in an un-spoken agreement they knew that neither of them was ready to rely totaly on their mental
channd.

"No," replied Carrie, passing the mug of coffeeto him. "I think they have arough idea.of where Earthiis,
but they seem totdly disinterested init. Do you know who they are at war with?"

"Noidea," Kusac mumbled through a mouthful of cheese. "None of the Allied Worlds knows anything
about them. If the Valtegans have chosen Keissasan R & R planet, then the chances areit'scloseto

their battle zone, yet far enough away to be safe. That puts our two razed colonies near enough to the
possible fighting zone to be athrest.”

"And that, coupled with their lack of interest in both Sholaand Earth," Carrie continued dowly, accepting
the coffee back from Kusac, "could lead one to surmise that they have more than enough to contend
with, without look-ing for new adversaries. | presume your coloniesweren't heavily populated.”

"They'd been established for four to five generations, but were gill nowhere near as densaly peopled as
our home world," agreed Kusac, helping himsdlf to more cheese. "If we knew who the Vategans were
fighting, we could try to weight the oddsin favor of those on the receiving end.”

"What are our present priorities?' Carrie asked. "We haveto find the rest of your peoplefirgt, | know
thet.

"We haveto, Kusac," sheinssted, catching his new reluc-tance. "Are there any tel epaths on the team
other than your-sdf?"

"None."

"Then they can't know anything yet. Even if there were, what could they do to us?' she asked, gulping a
mouthful of coffee before handing him the mug again.

Carriereturned Kusac's amber gaze, caught by itsinten-gity though it was directed not at her but beyond
her.

His eyes began to focus normaly again and he shook his head dightly.

"How did you know what | was thinking about?' he asked. " thought I'd managed to concedl it from
you. How-ever, you may beright,” he admitted grudgingly, getting to hisfeet. "L et's hope we don't have
to put it to the test.”

He kicked a shower of earth over the camp fire then stamped on it to make sure it was out.

"It'stimewe left. My injured leg has cost me enough of adelay aready. Asyou reminded me, we must
find my col-leagues.”

Picking up the rucksack, he stuffed the empty mug and Carri€'s blanket into it. Moving over to where
they had dept the night before, he retrieved his blanket, owing it away, too.

"Aren't you coming?' he asked, grinning down at her. "If you are, you'd better empty that pan and give it
tome."

Carrie scrambled to her feet and handed him the pan.

"You'reour finder," he said, starting to hustle her dong asmall path that wound its way through the trees.



"| can't trace the rest of my crew without you."

A trifle bemused by his sudden surge of activity, Carrie dlowed hersdlf to be propelled forward.
"Whichway?' Kusac demanded asthey cameto afork in the path.

"I don't know!" she exclaimed, rounding on him in mock anger. "I'm not redlly afinder, I'm just me!”

Therewas aflicker of anger in her. If she could fed it, then so could Kusac. Hurriedly, she pushed it to
one sde of her mind and blocked it off from him. Shewas grateful thisfacility till existed, but how long
she could maintain it was another matter.

Kusac's head tilted to one side as he regarded her camly.

"Carrie," hesad quietly, taking her by thearm. "Don't try so hard, just fed it out. If you attempt to reason
thingslikethis, you lose them. Thistime you're the finder because you, quite simply, found my crew
mates. | meant nothing more than that.

"Now, which way do we go?' he asked, giving her alittle shake.

"Left," shereplied, not fully convinced ether that this as-pect of her Taent could be wholly trusted or that
Kusac wasn't keeping something back.

They continued on for some time with Kusac leading and Carrie shouting out half-hearted instructions
every now and then.

The path began to fade into invisibility and Kusac had to borrow the knife and try to hack away through
the thicken-ing tangle of undergrowth. Overhead, the trees had choked off the daylight and they were | eft
inagreen half-light that only served to heighten their senses. For the last hour an un-naturd silence had
grown between them, so palpable they could amost touch it, yet neither one felt ableto break it.

"Would your people be willing to join mine againg the Vategans?' asked Kusec at last.

"Of course, but | doubt that we would be of much help,” replied Carrie. "Terran ships don't have anything
like the speed you need, nor the armaments.”

"You madeit out here, didn't you?" he asked, trying to chop through the stem of yet another ironwood
vine

"Yes, inadeep ship," she puffed, lifting an armload of loose greenery and sticks from the path and
thrusting it be-hind her out of the way.

"By thetime we meet the other Sholans, were going to be incredibly fit!"
Kusac gave athroaty chuckle.

"Y ou could well beright. If we helped you with the ships, would your people be able to provide the
crews?'

Carrie straightened up, looking a him increduloudy.

"Y ou're asking me? 'Y ou know aswell as| do that you couldn't make enough shipsto hold the volunteers
once Earth learns what has happened to uson Keiss!"

"Good," nodded Kusac, turning back to his chopping. "We shdl seeif we can persuade Sholan High



Command that you would be ussful dlies.

"That message you are thinking about,” he continued, "how long have you got before the next colony ship
reaches midpoint?'

"Urn!" she exclaimed, taken aback by his question. "About two weeks," she said, doing somerapid
caculatiions. "But how did you know?1'd hardly begun to think about it."

Kusac chuckled again, a sound halfway between agrowl and apurr.

"Y our mind is quite open to me. | can see many of your thoughts and with thisone, | could see whereiit
waslead-ing."

"Oh," shesaid, as her mind returned to the night before. She remembered faling, falling into awhirlpool
of brightly colored lights, watching them, fascinated. ..

"Carriel" Kusac said sharply, feding himself being jerked puppetlike toward her.

Had someone called her? The sound was so faint she was probably imagining it.

"Carie" Thistimethe cal was both verba and mentd. Someone was shaking her.

"Kusac? What'swrong?' she asked, bewildered to find hersalf looking up into Kusac's face.
His grip on her arms changed, becoming gentler as he moved his handsto her shoulders.

"Y ou were reexperiencing last night. Y ou must be more careful, Carrie," he said, his voice harsh with
fear. Y ou were setting in motion achain of events neither of us can control.”

"I don't understand you," she said, putting her hand up to push her hair away from her face. "What did |
do wrong?1 was only trying to remember last night. What did happen then?' she asked, raising her eyes
questioningly to his. "Apart from our Leskalink, | mean.”

Kusac flattened his ears againg his skull. He could fed the girl searching hismind: there was no avoiding
the issue now. He lowered his mental barriers, not even trying to con-ceal hisfears and worries from her.

"Doesit redlly matter what happened? Do we have to know?" he asked softly, hisfingerstightening
dightly on her shoulders.

Carrie could fed the cool, gentle pressure that was his presence touch her thoughts.

She searched hisface, not knowing what she was looking for, especidly in aperson so different from her
own kind.

With his earsflattened dmost out of sight, he looked more human somehow. The fur covering hisface
was short, unlike hisbody hair. This closeto him she could tell that it was not the black she had
supposed, but arich, dark brown. His cheekbones were high and the nose—not quite a muzzle—short.
It was hiseyesthat clinched it: round, liquid amber, holding alook of friendship, love and... worry. She
knew the soul that lay behind them, she didn't need to probe any further.

"No," shesad. "l don't need to know any more."

"I'm glad,”" he sghed, feding the tenson flow out of him. He pulled her face closeto his, resting his cheek
agang hers.



She felt the gentle touch of histongue againgt her neck before he released her.

"We had better continue,” he said, turning back to pick up the knife he had dropped when he had been
pulled toward her.

Nothing he knew of the Leska bond suggested anything like the degree of personality interchange or the
flow of power through and around them that they were experiencing. And Carrie had doneit at will!
They had something un-known and wild here that would require careful control. He shook his head
dightly. The Stuation worried him.

Perhapsit's because we are of different species, came her thought. Nothing about our relationship
can be compared to any other. We seem to |ose our selves and become a third being—a gestalt—
when we are linked in that way.

There are limitations, though, returned Kusac. / have a feeling that we will find ourselves unable to
use our physical bodies during such a merging. They will be vulnerable and easily attacked.

Perhaps, but we should be able to keep some kind of a watch on them, if we have need of that
depth of merging.

Turning their attention back to the task at hand, they con-tinued to cut their way through the forest until
they came across another path.

"I can't go any farther without food, Kusac!" Carrie ex-claimed, sitting down heavily on theremains of a
treetrunk. "I don't know about you, but I'm starving.”

"Fair enough," said Kusac, setting the rucksack down be-side her. "I'll get some firewood rounded up.
Y ou can begin getting some food and coffee ready. | refilled the flask at our last campsite.”

"Weve got the stove,” said Carrie, delving into her pack. "There's no need for awood fire" She pulled a
seded foil pack out. "1 don't much fancy emergency rations, do you?' she asked, pulling aface as she
waved them in Kusac's di-rection.

"No, but theré'sno point in trying to hunt just now. The noise weve been making will have scared away
the game for milesaround.”

Carrie grunted in reluctant agreement.

"Oh!" she exclaimed, taking out thefirst aid pack. "Y our arm. | meant to put adressing on it thismorning.
Let meseeit.”

Kusac held out hisleft arm, trying to remember if he had been aware of it hurting. They both examined it
to find that in a couple of placesthe scab had falen off to reved the brighter pink flesh of anewly heded
wound.

"Um, | don't think you need a bandage after dl,” said Carrie, putting the pack away again.
She bused hersdlf lighting the stove.

Kusac sat back, totally nonplussed. He flexed the arm, not even atwinge. There was no doubt about it,
one of them was a healer—but which one? He filled the kettle and gave it to Carrie to put on the stove.

Carrie began to unpack her rucksack, refolding every item as shetook it out. He knew she wasjust
making work for herself. He leaned forward and caught her handsin his, ill-ing them.



"I need to explain to you about Telepath links," he said.

"I suspect that if you know about it, thensodo|,” she said.

"Probably, but knowing and understanding are not neces-sarily the same.”
"True," she conceded, her handsfindly rdaxing in his.

"Our people have only the one mental Taent compared to the severa | have already discovered you
possess. That's the ability to transmit and receive thoughts.

"We understand this Talent well, and those with agreater degree of it would train to become interpreters
for Alien trade, to help in the law courts as truthsayers or even as judges, to work with the mentally
ill—all manner of profes-sions are open to uswith our Taent. Each profession in-volves working with
others by means of agreater or lesser mind link."

"That makes sense.”

"Obvioudy we cannot betotdly at the mercy of the crim-ind or insane mind, so we build in our own
protections to keep out those thoughts we do not want.

"I will need to teach you how to do this. We are lucky, we start training at the Telepaths Guild in early
childhood. Y ou are rare among your people so there was no such training for you.

"Now is neither thetime nor place, but | promise | will teach you as soon as | have the opportunity.”

He released her hand and leaned forward to brush her cheek with hisfingertips. Her eyestook on an
extradepth, becoming heavy lidded. Abruptly, he pulled back, leaving her dazed asif she were coming
out of atrance. Hed been about to take her in his arms before he realized what was happening to them.

Taking advantage of her confusion, he swiftly created amentd barrier behind which, for the moment at
least, he could think. Thank Vartrathat she hadn't yet figured out that their Leskalink involved a sexud
compulsion. That was all he needed. At least she appeared to be less affected by it than he,

Anger flared briefly inside him. He needed to know that what they felt for each other wasred, not the
product of their link. It might not even bethat, it could be the attraction of two different speciesfor each
other, but that was equally biological.

"What isit?" she demanded, shaking hisarm. "What hap-pened?’

"Nothing, | just felt dizzy for amoment. Look, the ket-tle's boiling. Let's make the coffee while | explain
some more.”

"Areyou sureyou'reall right?' she asked, concern writ-ten on her face and in her mind.
"I'mfing" he assured her, giving hisequivalent of asmile.
Shenodded. "I'll do the coffee, you do the talking.”

"Thisisthe hard bit, Carrie," he said, handing her the mug and settling down on the ground beside her.
"Like dl the other students, | took atour of experience with the Med-ics aswell asthe other
departments. I'm telling you this so you understand that | do know what I'm talking about.”

She glanced up at him as she tirred the coffee. Y ou sound asif it's serious.”



"I'm afraiditis. | wasworried about your link with Elise, so | took along look at your memories of it.
Because your people don't recognize Taent, as your link with your twin developed it got twisted out of
true. What should have been abond of shared joys aswell as pain, became anightmare of pain for you."

"Let meget thissraight,” she said quietly, passing him the mug first. Y oure telling methat thelink Elise
and | shared wastwisted.”

"That'sright. Y ou were only experiencing the negative sde of what alink should bring."
"And just how do you think this happened?

Kusac took adrink and handed her the mug. "Elise was the dominant twin. Sheled, you followed,
essentidly. At avery young age when morals don't exist, she discovered that she could do what she liked
without it hurting her, so shedid. As she got older she redlized thiswaswrong and did try to modify her
behavior, but the pattern was set by then.

"Without knowing it, you had created afeedback |oop so that when your twin got hurt, you automaticaly
took the pain away from her, and she, understanding that you did this, was happy to send it to you.”

Carriewas slent for amoment. "Elise would never do that!" she said angrily. "Y ou're saying she used
me! She wouldn't. What do you know about it anyway? Y ou're pick-ing apart secondhand memories—I
wasthere, | lived withiit!"

She threw the rest of the coffee out and stuffed the mug back in her rucksack.

Kusac let her fumble with the stove and kettle, only too aware of the blazing anger directed a him.
Damn! Why hadn't heleft it to one of the Counsdlors on the Khal ossa to dedl with? He couldn't just
leaveit, he had to say some-thing.

"Carrie, I'm not trying to gpportion blame. | just wanted you to appreciate that alink can be positive,
too."

"Look, | don't want to talk about it. Leaveit aone.
"I know youreafrad, | canfed it..."
"Kusac, dropit," she said, picking up the rucksack and ssomping off along the path.

Carrie continued to guide them, despite her misgivings and even though the atmosphere between them
remained chilly for severd hours, by dusk, she was prepared to talk to him in more than monaosyllables.
They stopped for the night only when the light filtering down through the dense canopy wasinsufficient for
Carries human sght.

While Kusac went to track down some supper, Carrie be-gan to search for the exact location of his
crew mates. Her mind reached out through the forest looking for the natural barrier of the Sholans. Once
shefound it, it was an easy matter for her to penetrate it without darming any of them.

Her view of the location was poor due to the darkness, so she touched the nearest mind lightly,
discovering what she needed to know. She withdrew, but before she did she felt the mind she had
touched leap toward her.

Kusac? Isthat you?

She returned to her own body dightly surprised by the faint contact with the stranger's mind. Hadn't



Kusac said he was the only telepath on the ship? Filing the thought away for the future, she got to her feet
and began to search for firewood.

The next morning, Carrie gave Kusac amentd picture of the cavein the cliff face where the Sholans
wereliving.

"Itisn't far, Kusac,” she said as he led the way.

"Good. The sooner we get theinitiad meeting over with, the better,” he growled. " Just remember to be
careful. | want to avoid giving them the dightest inkling that we are Leskas."

"All right," she agreed. "By theway, | forgot to mention that someone noticed my presence last night and
thought | wasyou."

"Areyou sure? None of the others have any Tdent, of that | am positive.”
"Someone reacted to my touch,” sheinssted.

"L et me know when you recognizewho itisand I'll check it out. The last thing we need isapartia or
wild Tal-ent around us. They go around broadcasting a random with-out realizing it. | can block it out
once |l know who isresponsible.”

Carrie let the matter drop, but she was till dightly per-plexed by the whole incident. Despite the mistake
iniden-tity, the mind that had touched hers was obvioudy used to Kusac's mental touch. It bothered her
and she resented that. However, there were more important things to concern her at the moment.

Within a couple of hoursthey were approaching the cliff face. At the edge of the trees, Kusac halted.
"You wait here. I'll meet them alonefirst. My regppear-ance will be enough of ashock for them.”

"No," sad Carrie firmly, taking her knife back. "We go there together. 1t would be better if they meet
both of us now. It will be only one shock instead of two."

"Very wdl," hesad, "but stay behind me. They'll be armed and may shoot at you indtinctively.”
Carrie's eyebrows disgppeared under her fringe. "Y ou do make them sound friendly.”

"You'rean Alien, remember? They may not yet have seen any Terrans, or they may have been hunted by
them. There are many reasons why they could fed threatened by your presence.

"Do you still want to come with me?" he asked, his head cocked to one side in amusement.

"Just lead the way and stop the delaying tactics," she an-swered acidly, poking himin the sdewith the
knife pommel before she returned it to its sheeth.

Kusac advanced into the clearing with Carrie behind him. The cliff face was steep but rugged, with many
outcroppings of jagged rocks. Stunted trees and smal bushes perched here and there among the lichens
andivy.

"l can't seeacave," he murmured after afew minutes. "Are you surethisistheright spot?

Carrie turned awithering look on him. ™Y ou know damned well it is. Y ou sensed the direction through
me. The caveis behind those bushes," she said, pointing above them and dightly to the left. "Y ou'd better
cal to them. They know were here."



Kusac called.

She had never heard him talking in his own tongue before. The words had adightly guttural sound but
were ddivered in asngsong tone. Aware of his gpeech only peripherdly, shelistened with her mind,
hearing not only him but the Captain's answering cal. Part of her noted with an academic interest that
when she and Kusac had merged, along with al his experiences, she had acquired aknowledge of his
lan-guage.

"Kusac! What in Vartra's name are you doing bringing a native with you?' The Sholan who stepped from
behind the busheswas as forbidding as hisvoice.

Ignoring the gun pointing in her direction, Carrie moved forward afew paces.

"I brought him here, Captain,” she said, sumbling alittle as her tongue tried to form sounds that were
truly Alien to her. "Perhaps you would have preferred him to remain among my people masquerading as
aforest cat—likeyou."

The muzzle of the Captain's gun wavered dightly.
" She gpeaks our language!" His voice was dmost awhis-per.

"Of course," Carriereplied, her intonation alittle surer now. "May | suggest that wejoin you? There are
guerrillabands of my people roaming these woods, plus the odd de-tachment of Vategans. We have no
wish to meet either of them, evenif you have."

The Captain'stail began to switch violently from side to side as he peremptorily motioned them forward.
They clambered up theincline, Carrie edging her way into the cavefirdt.
Kusac was held back briefly.

"Y ou had no business dlowing her to accompany you," said the Captain, ramming his gun back into the
holster he wore strapped to the belt of his deeveless jacket.

Kusac shrugged the restraining hand away .
"You did not need to let her enter the cave," hereplied amiably.

Just beyond the entrance the tunnel turned at right angles and widened out, forming anatura cavern of
adequate pro-portions to house a dozen Sholans.

At regular intervals around the three walls were placed jury-rigged lighting systems. The glow they gave
off, though soft, was bright enough to see by. The floor had been cov-ered with dried grasses and
bracken which crackled dightly underfoot as Carrie walked farther into the den.

A shilant hissfrom behind sent her reaching instinctively for her knife. Before she could draw it, her hand
was clamped to her side by an iron grip and she was swung round to face apowerfully built Sholan.

"AnAlien!" he growled. "By what right does Kusac bring one of these carrion here?' His grip tightened,
the nails dig-ging into her flesh as he yanked her hand away from her belt knife.

Helpless, Carrie looked up into aface contorted with hate. She sensed hisinner fear of strangers and
knew that he was capable of crushing the life out of her with aslittle com-punction as she would havein
destroying a cockroach.



"Look at it!" he mocked, forcing her round to face the other Sholans, "Hairless asthe insects that crawl in
the dirt on this Godforsaken planet.”

"Guynor, let her go." Kusac's voice was deceptively quiet.
Contemptuoudy, Guynor raked Kusac with his gaze.

"| seeyou've gone native, too. Don't you bdievein cloth-ing any more? Asfor this cresture,” he shook
Carrie, mak-ing her lose her balance and sumble, "what useisit to you or anyone?'

Seconds later, Guynor was lying sprawled on the floor nursing his head.

Kusac took Carrie's hand and looked briefly at the blood coursing down it. He glanced toward asmall
Sholan stand-ing nearby.

"Vanna, do you have amedikit? Carrie€swrist needs at-tention.”
Asheled her over to the roughly made table and benches, the rest of the crew relaxed visibly.

Vannawent over to the far corner of the cavern to rum-mage through some boxes, returning with asmall
case.

"What isyour name?' she asked kindly, indicating that the girl should sit, then taking her am and
examining the puncture wounds around the wrist.

"She'scdled Carrie,” interrupted Kusac. "The cuts look deep. Will you be able to closethem?" -

"Y ou know | have coped with far worse, Kusac. Just go and get me some warm water. | need to wash
thisblood away so | can see the extent of the damage. Do you know if her system can cope with our

drugs?'

"| suffered no ill effects when they treated my wounds. | suspect our systems are not very different.
"Will scars show? She has no fur to cover them.”

"Kusac, fetch thewater," Vannasaid sternly. " She could bleed to death while you stand and chatter.”

Carrielooked at her wrigt in fascination. Vannawas hold-ing it just above the wounds and the dow flow
of blood had amost stopped.

Kusac hesitated, then moved off to where one of the oth-erswas caling him.
"Our maesaredl thesame," smiled Vanna. "Not very practica when it comesto the aftermath of afight.
"Areyour maesjust as bad?'

"Mogt of them," said Carriewryly, thinking of her broth-er's panic over anosebleed hed collected ina
fight with one of the other youths.

Kusac returned with abowl of water.

"Thank you," said Vanna, taking the bowl from him with her free hand. "Now go and do something useful
instead of hovering around me. I'm sure the Captain will want areport on your activities these past few
weeks. Y ou might aswell do it now, before medtime.”

Kusac shifted hisweight from one foot to the other.



"Areyou surethereisnothing | can do?'

"Nothing except report to the Captain,” said Vannabriskly as she began to clean Carrie's wounds with
some dampened gauze. "Go and do it now before you ruffle hisfur any more." She nodded to where the
Captain stood at the entrance to the den, hacklesraised, glowering over at them.

"Y ou've caused quite agtir, you know. We haven't had so much excitement for days. Not only do you
return asif from the dead, but you bring an Alien with you." Her eyes, adeep green, glanced up
humoroudy at Carrie. "Not content with that, you round it off by besting Guynor—for the moment.”

Her tone became serious. "I don't need to warn you to be careful of him, do 1? Both of you," she
emphasized, stop-ping for amoment. "No one beats Guynor, least of al you, Kusac, since your caste of
Telepaths forbids persona com-bat.”

"| take your meaning,” nodded Kusac.

"Then scat, and don't antagonize our Captain any longer,” she ordered, reaching into her box for a
canigter from which sheliberaly sprayed aclear liquid over Carrieswrist and hand.

"It'seadier treating you than it isone of us," Vannasaid, conversationdly to the girl. "I don't haveto cut
back any fur before | can start tresting the wounds. Y ou only have vestig-ia hairs and not enough of
them to cause any concern, ex-cept on your head.”

"Our ancestors were once covered in body hair," mur-mured Carrie, watching the wounds as Vanna
released her grip. The bleeding had stopped and so had the pain. "We are descended from primates.
Wasthat a coagulant spray?"

"Yes, and an analgesic. I'm afraid | will have to close the wounds. Y ou seem to know something of
medicine. Have you had any training?'

"No, but I've picked up bits and pieces. My job was to teach the children.”

"You'rethefirg of the natives we've seen up close," Vannasaid. "'l thought no sentient life was found
whenwedid our first survey twenty years ago. How did you manage to avoid being seen by our scout
Craft?' she asked curioudy, placing an object resembling a staple gun over one of the punctures. A dight
click and she moved to the next wound, leaving the previous one negtly tacked closed.

"We're not indigenous here," Carrie corrected her ab-sently, dmost mesmerized by the efficiency of the
little gadget. "Were colonigts."

"That explains many thingsthat have puzzled us, and set-tles an argument,” laughed Vanna. "' Guynor loses
again! Mito and he were convinced your people came from thisworld. It isn't hisday today, isit?

"Now, I'm going to give you something to ensure the cuts don't become infected, then I'll bandage your
wrigt. If you fed any strange effects—dizziness, sckness, anything—Ilet me know immediately. | have an
antidote for the drug. Asfor the stitches, they will dissolvein aweek. At least they do with our body
chemigtry,” she amended, taking out a hy-podermic gun.

"It should be dl right," said Carrie, asthe femae placed thetip againgt her flesh. A dight sting and it was
over. "Kusac didn't react adversdly to our antibiotics."

Vanna put the hypo away and picking up adim packet toreit open and took out a sterile dressing.

"Hold out your arm," she said, placing the pad over the wounded area.



"Do take my warning about Guynor serioudy,” she con-tinued, fastening the bandage. "He has severd
reasons for didiking Kusac, and today's incident has only made the sit-uation worse. No one has ever
struck him before, and for it to be Kusac..." She shrugged expressively.

"Apart from our Captain, Guynor isthe strongest member of the crew. If things don't go hisway, he
lashes out, but never when Garras can seeit. To hit Guynor back means aworse begting.

"He used to take adelight in baiting Kusac, knowing that as a Telepath, he wouldn't even consider
defending himself. But Kusac has changed." Her eyes narrowed dightly as she dtared a the girl. "Heis
not the same person we | eft in the woods the day we crashed. Heis older, and stronger, and has a sense
of purpose, unless I'm mistaken."

Carrieremained sllent, gently probing Vanna. The Sholan'slast sentence had said more than the words
aone.

Drawing some energy from Kusac, she was able to read the surface of Vanna's mind, but beyond that
was the naturd barrier that took their combined strength to break through unless Vannawillingly removed
it. She was certainly no Telepath. Thiswas not the mind she had touched before. She sensed her concern
for Kusac over afemae that Guynor had claimed, and her curiosity about Carrie and her placein
Kusac'slife—obvioudy an important one—but nothing more. She withdrew and returned her attention to
what Vannawas saying.

"So keep out of Guynor'sway. Y ou cannot stand up to him yourself: you don't have our natura
wegpons. Never go anywhere alone, that would give him the opportunity to Chalenge you when none of
uswere thereto prevent him."

"Why should he Chdlenge me?"

Vannalooked puzzled. "To be able to claim superiority over you, of course. Don't your peoplefight for
uperior-ity?'

"Not physically on apersond level. Superiority in strength doesn't mean superiority of intellect among
Terrans. Surely that gppliesto you, too?"

"Y ou can only be Chalenged by someone of your own grade,” Vannasaid, her tone dightly stiff.

Carriefdt something brushing againgt her leg and glanc-ing down, she saw the Sholan'stail twitching
dightly back and forth.

"Would your peoplefollow aleader who was not the strongest member of the crew? Ourswould not.”
"Wefollow those thought to be wisest. We believe wis-dom eomeswith age,” replied Carrie.

"So do we, but in certain fields such as our armed forces, the old ways il linger. Y et our senior leaders
tend to be older, like Garras," Vanna conceded, beginning to gather her medical equipment together.
"Many of usdidike the per-sona combat procedure, but obvioudy the stronger ones among uswish to
continueit. Besides, it isthe best way to choose the Junior Officers, and if you alow that to be the
deciding factor among them, then it must be alowed throughout the lesser members of the crew. Itisonly
fair." She closed her case and picked it up. "Y ou stay here while | fetch you ahot drink, men you can tell
me how you met Kusac."

Carriewatched Vannas retreating figure, redly looking at the Sholan woman for thefirst time. Like the
Captain, she wore a multipurpose deevelessjacket covered with various Sized external pockets. From
the utility belt a her waist hung aside arm. What the pouches contained, Carrie had no idea, but



presumably they held various medical and persona items. Over her right shoulder was awide band of
blue— probably amark of her status or profession.

Vannasfur was dso differently colored from that of Kusac and the Captain. They were dark; shewas
light beige with darker marks banding her tail.

Looking over the rest of the company, she saw that of the other three members of the crew, only one
was similarly col-ored. The banding of darker fur was echoed on the face around the eyes and ears. A
gentle surface probe revealed alesser barrier than she had encountered from the other Sholans, and she
identified the fedl of the mind that had mis-taken her for Kusac.

The shock of her experience with Guynor had |eft her too drained to probe any further even had she
wished to, so she withdrew, turning her attention to where Kusac was il talking to the Captain.

"Right," said Vanna, setting two mugs of steaming brown liquid down in front of her, "now | want to hear
how you found Kusac."

Carrie picked up the crude pottery mug and sipped the drink cautioudly. It tasted vaguely like coffee but
wasingpid by comparison.

"Firg, tel mewhy you left Kusac behind. If we hadn't found each other he would have died.”
"It wasn't my decision, it was the Captain's.

"When we crashed here, we had very little time to make our escape. We knew the planet had produced
afdineform not unlike our own and the Captain reasoned that with any luck we could be mistaken for
them if the need arose, but only if the bodies of our dead were destroyed. We took any-thing useful we
could lay our hands on, then we set the craft alight and were moving into the forest just asa small group
of the Others..."

"Vdtegans" interrupted Carrie.

"... Vdteganslanded near us. There was afight during which another of the crew waskilled and Kusac
was wounded. There was barely time to throw the body into our blazing scout craft before we had to
leave.

"It was important that as many of us as possible escaped to find the life pod that had been dropped here
by thefirst survey. Therésatransmitter init, and with it we could con-tact Shola and report that we had
found the Others and were stranded on the planet.

"Kusac was too badly wounded to keep up with us, so the Captain ordered him to follow our trail as
best he could, when he could.”

Carrie kept her expression impassive as Vanna ground to a hdlt.

"l wasn't even dlowed thetime to put adressing on hiswound,” the Sholan continued after amoment or
two. "We had to ensure that we escaped to warn our people. Millions of lives till depend on our sending
that message.”

"| can appreciate your point,” said Carrie, "but I'm afraid | would have at least treated hiswound.”

"None of ushad timeto think!" exclaimed Vanna. "We had just crashed on the planet, gotten out of the
scouter, and been attacked again on the ground. We reacted purdly by in-stinct, otherwise we'd dl have
perished in the Vategans second attack.”



Carrie shrugged noncommittally, knowing that VVannawas upset—and probably right. "Possibly | would
have acted the sameway, | don't redly know."

Vannanodded. "Perhaps you would. Now will you tell me how you met Kusac, and came to speak our
language so well—for an Alien.”

Carrietold Vannaan abridged version of her meeting with Kusac, leaving out anything that had to do
with their tele-pathic bond, except for the language transfer. By the time she had finished, Kusac had
returned.

"Everything should befine now," hetold her, Stting down &t thetable. "1 have told him about our
computer cube and spoken to him about sending the message direct to your col-ony ship and he says he
will consder it, dthough he sees no reason to refuse.”

"Good. Have they found the life pod yet?' Carrie asked.

"No, but they know whereit is" Kusac replied. "1t'sin the swamp just north of here."
"Oh, dear," sighed Carrie. "That creates a problem.”

"I know."

"Weve been trying to find away through that swamp for months,” interrupted VVanna, "but the placeis full
of treach-erous bogs and quicksands, not to mention the local anima population, which appearsto be
composed mainly of teeth,” she said wryly. "I seem to have done nothing but treat ani-ma bites.”

"I don't know the swamps,” said Carrie. "The person you want is Jack Reynolds, our doctor and
xenobiologi<t, though even he hasn't ventured far into that region. I'm afraid no onein our settlement can
be of any red help.”

"Then we are stranded until the Khal ossa finaly redizes were missing. With the current situation, that's
not going to befor quite awhile yet as we were running behind schedule—unless you know the location
of adeep space tranamitter.”

"If we knew of onethat didn't require alarge army to reachit, | assure you we'd have used it ourselves
long be-fore now! Vanna, we have acolony ship due to reach mid-point in about two weeks. If we don't
"contact it, another fifteen hundred of our people will belanding here, totally unprepared for life under the
Vategans," Carriereplied.

"It occurred to both Garras and methat if the Khalossa isbound for Keiss, there is no need to stop your
colony ship. By thetimeit arrived, Keissswould be completely free of any Vategan presence.”

"That'san option | hadn't consdered,” said Carrie thoughtfully.

"Yes, the Khalossa's afully armed warship, well able to cope with fighting on aplanetary scale” Kusac
continued. "It'swell worth thinking abot.

"Meanwhile, there must be someone who knows the swamps. What about these guerrillas of yours?
They livein the forests, they must have traveled through that areaa sometime.”

"They're certainly more likely to have done so than any-one dse," Carrie admitted.
"How do we contact them?" interrupted avoice from be-hind Carrie.

Sheturned to find the Captain standing there. He moved round the table, seating himself opposite them.



"I've no idea. How do you suggest we find small bands of people who roam around aforest the size of
thisone?"

"How do you contact them when you need them?' he asked, hisearstwitching inirritation.
"Wedont," shereplied shortly. "They contact us."

"Carrie," said Kusac, his hand reaching out to cover herswhereit lay on the table. "They need
provisions—food, weapons, things like that. Where would they go to get them?”

Don't antagonize him, Leska. He is better as a friend than an enemy.

"They would probably go to Seaport,” she said, moder-ating her tone while mentally sending Kusac a
series of rude noises. "Peoplefrom al over go there to market the various goods that are their specidity.
Hillfort minesfor metals. They produce tools and jewelery. Seaport itsalf produces seafoods. It's aso the
gteof our origind landing, and sec-tions of the Eureka are ill there, incorporated into the town. The
computer is housed there, also the beacon to guide the second ship down.”

"The Vategans have alowed you to keep the beacon then?"
"Inaway. We aren't dlowed accessto it in case we might try to prevent it from sending out the homing
sgnd.”

"I'd have thought that the VVategans would have tried to keep any more of your people from landing
here," said Kusac, "consdering the damage your guerrillas dready do. Surely they are cregting a
potentialy explosive Stuation for themsdves?"

"They know that our second wave contains many scien-tists aswell astheir equipment. Plusthey hopeto
recruit more of our women for their pleasure centers.” Her voice sounded bitter as she said this.

"Some of your women arein their pleasure centers?' said the Captain, hisface creasing with concern. "Is
there no way you can rescue them? Surely your guerrillas?..."

"They went voluntarily,” Carrieinterrupted. "When the Vategans arrived, they took over the Ste of one
of our set-tlements. There was opposition, of course, and many of the men werekilled. Most of the
survivorsleft and joined other settlements but some remained, going to stay in Geshader with the

Vdtegans.

"The women used to visit Seaport occasionaly, but when they started trying to persuade some of the
younger girlsto join them in the center, the settlers drove them out.

"Wearen't dl likethat," she said defensively, "but no matter how carefully you screen people, you can't
test for every Stuation.”

"What are the chances of contacting the guerrillasif we go to Segport?' asked Kusac, breaking the
slencethat fol-lowed her outburst.

"I've no idea, but we can hardly traipse round the forest hoping to bump into them. Therés only one
problem with your idea. 1'd be recognized in Segport, and my father will be looking for me."

"That is unimportant for now," said the Captain. "Do you know the places these people are likely to
frequent?’

"I know whereto look," she admitted reluctantly.



"Then you can prepare for your journey tonight and be reedy to leave firgt thing in the morning.”
"No," said Kusac quietly.

The Captain swiveled round to face him.

"l said no," Kusac repeated, ignoring the fact that Guynor's ears had flicked sideward and back.

"Carrie has been injured by your First Officer. She needs at |east aday or two to recover. Traveling
through the forest is not child's play, it's hard manual work. Once her wrist has healed, we will leave.

"Thereisaso the question of her being recognized. That problem hasto be resolved beforeit is safe for
her to enter Seaport.”

Vanna sat rigid with shock, unable to believe what she was hearing. Thiswas s0 unlike the Kusac she
knew.

"Kusac, I'mfine. I'll bedl right..." started Carrie.

"If we have to hack our way back through the trees, then there is no way you could possibly cope,”
Kusac sad flatly. "Vanna, asthe medic, do you agree with me?"

Vannakept her eyes on the Captain as she answered.

"Sheisnot a Sholan so | have no way of gauging her re-cuperative powers, but even if shewere, | would
advise at least one day'srest if she hasto use her hand for any heavy work. The journey to Seaport will
take much longer—and may even have to be canceled—if she collapses from shock or exhaugtion.”

"Very wel," sngpped Garras. "If you consider that it would jeopardize the mission, then | will delay it for
aday or two. Timeisof the essence. The Vdteganswill betrying to use our memory cube and if they
can accessthat. .. | leaveit to your imagination.

"Let me know when she has recovered sufficiently to travel." With that, he stalked off to the other end of
the cav-ern and disappeared through one of the tunnel openings.

Vannareleased her breath in along sigh.

"What, in dl the shades of the Underworld, has come over you, Kusac? Are you going out of your way
to antag-onize everyone?"

"Me, Vanna? Y ou know I'm apacifist.”

"Don't turn those innocent eyes on me!™ shergoined tartly. "I don't know what you're playing at, but |
hope you're prepared for the trouble you're creating for yourself and Carrie.”

"Believe me, Vanna, I'm not trying to cause trouble, but I'm not having anyone trampling over Carrie. She
isn't one of us and no one has any right to order her about. Our ways are not hers. | want everyone to
understand that they don't Chalenge her but me."

"Hey, wait aminute!" Carrie protested. "I'm not exactly aweekling, you know."
Kusac and Vannaturned to look at her, a shared amuse-ment on their faces.

"I have heard you described by other Terrans asadimin-utive dip of agirl,” said Kusac, grinning.
"You'rejust tall enough to reach above my shoulder. Do you redly think you could defend yourself



againg one of us? Even againg Vanna, who isthe smallest of our crew?' He shook his head. "Y ou don't
have our muscular build, let done our claws, and in a Chdlenge, claws are not sheathed.”

Carrie mumbled afew choice words under her breeth.
Kusac laughed before turning back to Vanna

"When we |eft the scouter, we all grabbed the nearest things worth salvaging. | don't suppose there was
any cloth-ing among what was carried off, was there?'

"Asamatter of fact, therewas. If you remember, Mito wasin... her cabin." She hesitated, trying not to
glance a Kusac. "Predictably, she grabbed some clothing and per-sond possessions, bundling themina
couple of blankets. Not the type of thingsthat aid survival on an Alien planet— except for the blankets."

"On the contrary, it isexactly what | need. Where did she put them?"
"I don't know. Y ou'll haveto ask Mito. | expect in the deeping quarters she shareswith Guynor.”

"Then I'd better go and ask her to show me what she brought,” he said, looking around for Mito. "I have
an ideathat might prevent Carrie from being recognized.

"Will you wait heretill | return? Asyou said, | don't want to leave Carrie on her own.” Saying this, he got
to hisfeet and made hisway across the cavern to where Mito sat be-side the cooking area.

After abrief conversation, she reluctantly led him out of the main cavern and down another smaler
tunnd.

He was back in five minutes, carrying an armload of var-ious materials which he deposited on the table.
Ashedid so, Carrie noticed he was wearing one of the jackets with a pur-ple band over the shoulder.
He dso had the utility belt, but there was no wegpon hanging at hisside.

"We have to make her ook likeamae Terran, Vanna. Y ou can help me.”
"A mael What for?'

"Her father is one of the leaders of the Underground and he will have dl their people watching for a
female answer-ing her description. They will not belooking for amae.”

"But her color," objected Vanna. "How can we change her color? And how will Mito's robes help?”

"Unlike us, the Terransare dl the same color. It istheir shape that isdifferent,” he explained, casting a
cautious ook in Carriés direction.

"Her shape?' echoed Vanna, her professional interest aroused. "In what way?" Shelooked from Kusac
to Carrie and back again.

"AsK Carriesometime," he said evasivey, histall begin-ning to flick with embarrassment.
"It seems | won't need much disguising,” Carriereplied dryly.

"Y ou won't, but not for the reasons you think. Remember, I've lived with you for several weeks. If we
can make you aloose tunic and a cloak of some kind to conceal your face, with your hair bound back
out of Sght you should be unrec-ognizable."

"Fair enough," agreed Carrie, "but | can only guarantee to lead you to Seaport. From then on we'll need



al the good luck we can muster.”
"Inthat case, we can start now. | have the necessary sew-ing thingsin my medicd kit," said Vanna.

"Therest are organizing ahunting party. Why don't you go with them, Kusac? Guynor will be going, so
Cariewill be safewith me.”

Kusac hesitated.

Go with them, Kusac. They are your people, you have to take your place among them again,
Carrie advised mentdly.

"Very wel," hereplied. "I'll seeif | can catch something more interesting than those rabbits weve been
living on for the last couple of days."

Chapter 6

The next few hours passed quietly for Carrie. While the two women sorted through the tabard style
robes that Mito had donated, they chatted, each curious about the other's culture.

"What's your home world like?' asked Carrie.

"It'sjust home," Vannasaid.

"Y es, but what makes it home? Why did you leaveit for space?"
"Our Clan liveson the outskirts of ..."

"Clans?You livein Clans?'

"Of course. Don't you?' <

"No. Welivein smdler family units™

"Oh. Well, our Clan owns land on the outskirts of one of the mgjor cities on Shola. It's good crop
growing land, with asmal reservation of wooded roughland for hunting. Y ou'd likeit."

"Isthe Clan large? How many of you livethere?’

"The Clan land islike avillage with many smal houses aswdll as communa ones and the main house of
the Clan Lord. There's aways room for the main Clan members to live or stay there, and even enough to
accommodate severd of the wives and familieswho marry into the Clan should their husbands meet with
some disaster.”

"Sowho livesin the cities?" asked Carrie, taking up the scissors to snip the ends of the thread she was
usng.

"Aswdl asthe Clanswe have the Guilds. They are craft oriented... but you must know dl this" said
Vanna
"Yes, it'sfamiliar when | hear it, but | don't understand it,” Carrie said. "Go on, please.”

"The Guilds are craft based, except for onewhich isaso aClan. That's the Telepaths Guild. Telepathy is
mainly he-reditary, so the Guild and the Clan are virtudly the same. Kusac, for instance, could have a
position of importancein the Clan aswell as at the Guild house.”



"Wheat about you?'

"I'm amember of the Guild of Medics. | showed ataent for biology at school and won a place for myself
a the Guild, where trained. The Guild ismy second home, asare dl the Guildsfor their members.”

"What do they provide apart from an education?'

"Protection, legal advice, aroof over your head in every city you vist—everything you could ask for. We
al pay Guild dues, of course, to fund this.”

"Mm." Carrie sewed in silence for amoment. "Isthere adifference in the way the sexes are treated?’ she
asked at length.

"Well, yes, of coursethereis,” she grinned. "Don't you make sure your young men are kept out of trouble
during adolescence?"

"Pardon?’ Carrielooked up at her, startled.

"Y ou mean you don't?' Vannalooked intrigued. "How do you cope with their need to prove themsdaves
physicaly, and their willingnessto fight anyone—they aren't fussy who— over anything?'

"Oursdon't redly do that. At least, only for ayear or two," she amended.

"Until our youngsters are a least thirty, you can forget getting anything useful out of them unlessthey are
inthe military!" said Vanna, putting down her work and resting her chin on her pam. Her earsflicked
forward as shefixed Carrie with her chartreuse eyes, the verticd dits narrowing dightly in concentration.

"In the military, with the Challenge system, their aggres-son is channeled at an age when they cannot
control it themselves. Once they have reached their thirties, most of them choose to return to Sholaand
take up the Guild train-ing appropriate to their abilities.

"Despite taking longer to mature, they do make as worth-while contributions to society aswe do.”
"What about women, then?'

"We mainly stay on Sholathough those, like me, who want to go into space can do so. | wanted to study
Alien spe-ciesaswdll as practice medicine, and the best way for me to do that was through the military.

"Weform the basis of society and from there on it is skill and ability that decides how far you goin your
chosen Guild.

"What about you Terrans? What are the differences be-tween your men and women?”

"Men are mainly the doers, with women at home having the children and providing their backup. We can
have ca-reers, but not here on Keiss," she said, anote of bitternessin her voice. "We lost one hundred
and sixty-three people in the Crossing and they were mainly women. It diminished our gene pool,
cregting aneed for children if the colony isto survive."

"So you ran away," nodded VVanna, reaching out to clasp her arm in sympathy. "I can understand why.
We have no such problem. When our young men have left the military, thereistime enough to sart a
family. In that the Clan sup-ports you with its creche. Y ou are free to pursue a career yet still have your
children.

"What isit you would like to do with your life?" she asked, taking up her work again.



"Much thesame asyou,” said Carriewith agrin. "Study Aliend™
They laughed, each finding in the other something of hersdf and liking it.

By the end of the afternoon, they had managed to con-struct a short tunic and an all encompassing
hooded over-robe out of adarker color.

"I'm afraid there's nothing much left of Mito's clothing,” Carrie Sghed as she folded up the remaining bits
and pieces.

"They serve amore useful purpose camouflaging you than decorating her,” said Vanna. She cocked her
head to one sde. "That sounds like one of the hunting parties returning. | had better start building up the
fire. Those who don't take part in the hunt are in charge of the cooking,” she explained. "1 hope you
know something about cooking because | could do with some new idess.”

"I know alittle," said Carrie, following her over to thefire. "It depends on what they bring back. Between
us we should be able to concoct something edible.”

Mito and Guynor entered the cavern as V anna began feed-ing wood onto thefire.

"We found nothing but small game," Guynor said with disgust, throwing severa furry creatures onto the
ground by thefire. "Isthere any c'shar? My mouth isas dry asthe plains of Navaan."

"In amoment, Guynor," Vannaanswered, pulling acouple of mugstoward her. From apot onthe sde at
thefire, shelifted aladle and spooned the steaming drink into mugs.

"Would you take these over to Guynor and Mito?" she asked Carrie.
"Of course.”
"| refuseto alow that creature to touch our food or drink," snarled Guynor.

"Then you're going to be very hungry and thirsty, aren't you?' Carrie replied tartly, banging the mugs
down on thetablein front of the two Sholans, "because I'm helping Vannawith the cooking.”

"Oh, leave her done, Guynor,” sighed Mito. "Her touch won't contaminate the food."
Guynor growled deep in histhroat. " She is an abomina-tion, a hairless abomination—a nonperson!™

"Y our insults mean nothing to her, Guynor,” said Vanna. Y ou won't provoke her into Chalenging you.
Her people have norite of Challenge.”

"Then sheis hardly worth my notice," he said, turning his back on them.
There was adight commotion from the entrance as Kusac, followed by Garras, camein.

"Y ou got back before us, | see,” said Kusac, nodding to the other two as he made hisway over to
Carrie. "How did your hunt go? Only those? Ours was more profitable, then." He threw the carcass of a
large long-legged anima down be-side her, thankfully taking the hot drink she offered him.

"A good kill, Garras," said Guynor, walking over to in-spect the beast. "A fine rhakla. Well eat well for
severa days. But why do you let Kusac throw it at the feet of this creature?”

"It was Kusac'skill," Garras replied, accepting the mug that Carrie held out to him. "He picked up the
trail. When it scented us we gave chase, but it was Kusac who caught and felled it with one blow. A



good, clean kill asyou say. It's been along time since | enjoyed ahunt so much.”
Guynor grunted. "Still, he should not have given it to the hairless one.”

Garras earstwitched angrily. "Thekill was histo award where he wished. Be thankful he gaveit to the
Terran and not to Mito!" The Captain stalked over to the other table, ef-fectively ending the
conversation. Guynor spun on his hed and rgjoined Mito.

"I hope one of you two knows how to skin this deer, be-cause | haven't the faintest ideawhere to even
begin," Carrie said, her voice sounding smdl in the sudden silence.

"When I'vefinished my drink, I'll show you," said Kusac, mentdly curaing himsdlf for being afool over
therhakla

It was dark by the time they had finished eating. The other Sholans were Sitting in pairs around the
fire—Mito with Guy nor, and Vannawith Garras. Carrie lounged on the bench, while Kusac sat on the
floor by her feet. They werelistening to Vannatell astory set in the dawn of Sholan his-tory. Asthey
listened, Guynor began to groom Mito. With-out thinking, Carrie reached into her rucksack for her own
brush and began to do the same for Kusac. She had groomed him every night at the Inn, long sweeps of
the brush until al theloose hair was removed from his coat and it gleamed like polished ebony. Lot in
the story and her task, shefailed to notice the reactions of the other Sholans until Guynor's hiss drowned
out Vanna. Thefemale Sholan'svoice fatered, then was Slent.

"Captain, he haslet this... femaegotoo far! First he en-couraged her by giving her thekill, and now this!
Shetreats him asif he were her mate, and he lets her. Even if she were not an Alien, sheisnot of our
Grade. An ungraded kitten will fight, yet not her! At every moment in his dealingswith her, he bresks
tradition. It cannot be alowed to continue.”

Carrie sat motionless as fear swvamped her. Kusac had warned her they must be careful, and by her
unthinking, foolish act she had placed them in danger.

Kusac reached up to where Carrie's hand still held the brush againgt his fur. He moved her hand and the
brush for-ward, indicating that she should continue.

"Asyou said, Guynor, sheisan Alien, so she cannot be judged by our customs and traditions. If shewas
a Sholan, her Grade would be the same as mine because of her abili-ties among the Terrans—and the
Sholans. Asfor fighting, Terransfight, and so does Carrie, but her unwillingness to take you on when
she—asyou rightly point out—has no protective fur or claws, is caution not cowardice," Kusac said
mildly. "Concerning her grooming me, shedid thisfor mewhen | wastoo ill to tend mysdif."

"Then why does she continue? Y ou are no longer ill. | say that..."

"Enough, Guynor!" snapped Garras. Y ou have altogether too much to say! Y ou see threats where none
exis. It isas Kusac says. Sheis Terran and we should not judge her by Sholan standards. If you cannot
listen to Vanna peacefully, then retire!™

Guynor glowered at the Captain for several seconds, ears down and hands flexing at his sides, before he
was forced to lower his gaze.

"Mito, are you coming?" he demanded, pulling his pro-testing crew mate to her fedt.
"There's no need for this, Guynor. | want to hear the story."

"Y ou've heard it before. Come."



Vannawatched their retresting figures.
"Shall | continue with the story?* she asked at length.

Garras sghed. "No. Guynor has broken this evening up yet again." He got to his feet, moving away from
thefire. "Every day | expect him to issue a Chdlengeto me. Heis aby-the-book man, with no flexibility.
Everything must be black or white for him.

‘Thereisanother chamber that one of you can use. | be-lieve there's enough spare bracken to make it
reasonably comfortable."

When Garras and Vanna had gone, Kusac moved up to st beside Carrig, taking the brush from her now
limp grasp.

"Don't worry," he said quietly, beginning to brush her hair. " Garras sees you as a non-Sholan and makes
alow-ances. Guynor fedsthreatened by usand so hitsout at you verbaly when | am there. He won't
dareto actudly harm you because he knows that without you, we face along exile on Keiss. Thisisan
old persond conflict between him and me."

"I'm not so sure.”

"I am," he said, handing the brush back to her and draw-ing her to her feet as he stood up. He hesitated,
then making up his mind reached out to put his hands on her shoulders, gently drawing her close—all the
time watching for fear or resistance but there was none.

Their disagreement over her link with her sister had gone unmentioned, but it till lay between them. He
knew she cared about him, he could fedl it through the link, but he needed to know if it went deeper than
that for her. Dangerous though it undoubtably was, he had to know now whiletheir link was till new.
Nothing was being resolved between them at the moment, nor would it be unless he made the first move.

Helad his cheek againg hers, feding her hands on hisarms, her fingers pushing through hisfur to the skin
under-nesth.

She could fed histongue like rough velvet against her cheek then, as she relaxed into his embrace and
tilted her face up to his, he moved to explore the space behind her ear. A smadl noise, dmost like a purr
escaped her and he laughed, his voice unsteady as he released her. Thiswasred, thiswas no compulsion
acting on either of them.

"Go, or you'll get no deep tonight,” he said, capturing her hand briefly and touching it to his mouth. ™Y ou
go into the chamber. I'll stay here.”

He let her hand go and gave her alittle push when she de-murred. "I'll keep watch on the entrance from
here. No one will bother you tonight.”

Carrie hesitated. She could till fed the gentle pressure of histeeth againgt her fingertips, the texture of his
fur.

"I found out who it was that responded to my telepathic probe. It was Mito."
"Mito?" repeated Kusac, wrinkling his nose. " She's no telepath. Still, | suppose it makesakind of sense.”
"Were you close before?' she asked hesitantly.

Kusac's eyes narrowed to pinpoints. "We had a brief... reationship,” he said. "There was no moreto it



than that. Sheistoo ambitious for anything more than persond ad-vancement, with alittle light
entertainment thrown in now and then. For afew days| wasthat light entertainment.”

Hisfacerelaxed, and when he looked down at her again, his eyes were heavy lidded with fatigue.
"Go and deep now. You will be safe, | give you my word,” he urged gently.

Carrie nodded, feding asif aweight she hadn't known existed was suddenly lifted from her. Surprised,
shefét it echoed in Kusac.

"Till themorning," she said, moving off toward the degp-ing chamber.

From the moment the forest had started to thin out, they had been able to see the remains of the Terran
colony ship.

Only afraction of itsformer height, it till dwarfed every building in Segport. Its main function wasto
house the com-puter library and the communications system that prior to the arrival of the Vategans had
linked al the townships and was the colony's only source of contact with the second wave ship.

It had been early morning when they arrived, sneaking through the fields to the dockside, searching for
their present hiding place—an upturned boat, ssorm damaged beyond easy repair. They had watched the
smdll fishing fleet return and unload its catch amid aflurry of noise; seen housewives and tavern keepers
bargaining over the boxes of fish and crusta-ceans and heard the sullen, hate-laden silenceasa
detach-ment of Vategans arrived for their daily quota of fish. Overhead, the seabirds whedled and
screeched thelr litany of complaint.

The market session over, the fishermen and the settlers began to drift away. Beforelong, the dockside
was virtualy deserted.

Carrie gretched her cramped muscles, sghing with relief.

"Now we can do something, instead of skulking under this boat like acouple of ratd If there are any of
the guer-rillasin town, they'll bein the tavern with the fishermen. Y ou wait herefor me."

"No," said Kusac, uncurling hisdamp tail and pushing himsdf into amore upright pogtion. "I'm coming
with you. | want to be near in case of trouble. Don't worry," he added, forestalling her. "I'll stay out of
sght.”

"l don't see how you can,”" Carrie objected, checking her surroundings mentally before scrambling out
from under the boat. "A cat your Sizeisn't exactly an everyday sight here.”
"Il manage," he said with findity, joining her on the quayside.

They made their way quickly acrossthe open market areato the houses on the other side, ducking
around and behind lobster creds, wicker baskets, and drying nets. Keeping closeto the walls, they
hugged what shadows there were and prayed that the townspeople would be too busy eating their

midday med to look out onto the main Street.

They reached the tavern without incident. To one side of the building, anarrow lane led to the ubiquitous
vegetable plot. Kusac padded silently down there and, keeping hisbelly low to the ground, wormed his
way deep among the rows of peas and beans.

Keep your mind open to me, he thought to her. / want to know everything that happens.



You're too cautious, shereplied, tying her hair back be-fore pulling the hood over her head. They are
my own kind. | should have nothing to fear from them, provided they don't discover who | am.

Kusac snorted. / trust no one—bar you. Take care.

As Carrie approached the door, she heard the sound of raucous laughter. She hesitated briefly then,
taking a deep breath, pushed the door open and stepped inside.

Theair was hot and reeked of ae, tobacco, and fish. She pushed her way past severd burly fishermen,
making her way to the bar where the landlord's harassed daughter was serving.

Catching the girl's attention, she ordered amug of cider and some bread and cheese, the best the few
mesger coins she had brought would alow. Clutching her lunch, she headed for the only darkened corner
of the room, settling hersdlf in a spot that gave her amodicum of invishility yet till enabled her to see
everyonein the room.

She munched her bread as she scanned the faces around her. How could she possibly tell who was likely
to beaguerrilla?

Check the room for exits first, came Kusac's thought. You may need to leave in a hurry.

Obediently, Carrielooked around the tavern. It wasn't too different from her father's. To the far sde of
the bar, stairsled up to the bedrooms. On the other side was the doorway to the kitchens and the private
quarters belonging to the landlord and hisfamily. Through there would be the door out to the garden and
thefiddsbeyond. ,

Too many places you could be stopped. Let's have another ook at the windows.
They were large, glass covered, and closed.

Not much better, Kusac muttered. Still, if you need to leavein a hurry...

Now may | look for our guerrilla?

By all means, came the polite rgjoinder.

Still munching bread and cheese, Carrie resumed her study of the tavern's customers.

Mogt of them looked like seamen—stockily built and wearing waterproof boots and trousers. The rest
looked like farmers, which was reasonable enough considering that in every community there were
farmers, even in Segport. What made her think she could spot a guerrilla? They couldn't ex-actly walk
about proclaiming their profession, could they? Not with the Vategans searching for them. Maybe there
weren't any heretoday. She sighed, taking adrink of her ci-der.

Alert for any trouble, she began to sense the people near-est to her looking for akind of independence, a
freedom of spirit, something that would tell her its owner was not just another colonist.

At last she found what she was looking for, aman over by the bar talking to the barmaid. Therewasa
rebelliousness of spirit that marked him apart from the others.

So, sheldd found him. Now what?
Get himto look your way, to notice you, suggested Kusac.

A nudge here, asuggestion thereand. ..



No! exclaimed Kusac. That is manipulation! You mustn't do that.

It's effective, and it's easy, replied Carrie briefly.

"Y ou looking for someone, lad?’

Managing to look surprised, Carrie twisted round, mug ready to fling at the stranger.

"Don't waste your drink on me, | mean no harm,”" he con-tinued, dipping onto the seat opposite her.
"Wheat brings you off theland at thistime of day?" he asked, helping himself to asmal lump of cheese
from her plate.

"Bemy guest,” Carrie murmured dryly.
"I will," he grinned, helping himsdf to another piece. "So what brings you here?!
Carrie shoveled the last of her med into her mouth and studied him closdly.

A shock of dark wavy hair framed hisface, dmost ob-scuring his brown eyes. The features were regular
and pleas-ing, but with abrooding quality about them. He was well built and would probably stand about
oneand ahdf meterstall.

"Wel?" he prompted.
"It'smy rest period,” Carriereplied.
"Y ou're not from here, are you?' he asked abruptly. "I know most of the people here, but you're new."

Carrie shrugged, taking amouthful of cider. "I wanted to visit the big town. Weve nothing like this
inland."

"Which settlement are you from?"

"Back inland," shereplied, "toward the south. Boring there, it is. Nothing to do al day but work."
"Haveto work, lad, or we don't eat," he amiled dightly. "My name's Skai. What they call you?'
"Richard," shereplied, picking the first name that came to mind. "What do you do, then?'

"Oh, thisand that," he replied. "What's needed and where it's needed. | liketo travel. I'm one of life's
itinerants.”

"Y eah? Sounds better than working the land. | wasn't cut out to be afarmer. Never did like digging and
planting things™

"What would you rather do, then?" Skai asked, leaning back and taking along drink of his beer.

"Dunno. There must be something more interesting than digging sods and hoeing up weeds, though.
Maybe some-thing like you do," she said craftily, "though | have never heard of casud |aborersthat did
well. Mogt of them just manage to stay this side of starvation, and you don't look asif you go short of

anything."

"I dowell enough. But you, how, you interest me," he said, looking at her appraisingly. "It's not usua for
peopleto travel from the settlementsto here for pleasure. For busi-ness, yes, but not just for pleasure.
Even then they do it in aday or sop overnight at another settlement. But you look asif you've spent at



least acouple of nightsroughing it.”

Carrie began to panic dightly. Skai wasjust alittle too observant, and he had the relaxed look of a
dangerous man. She was pretty certain he was one of the guerrillas, but had he penetrated her disguise?

"Yes, | have afeding you are more than you seem, Rich-ard,” hesaid.

"Me? That's good, that is. Here's me looking for adven-ture and you think I've dready found it!" Even to
hersdlf, her laugh sounded forced.

"Which settlement are you from?* she asked, trying tofill in the silence which followed her last remark.
"Hillfort."

"What made you leave?'

"The sameasyou."

"| doubt it," she muttered unguardedly.

"| thought you were arunaway."

Carriefeigned confusion, and while Skai basked momen-tarily in his own conclusions, she probed
quickly and effi-ciently at the edges of hismind.

Suspecting her of being arunaway, he had seenin her alikdy recruit for the guerrillabands.

Therewas asurge of pleasure from Kusac. Good, you have found our guide! Now bring him outside.
I've found a guerrilla, she corrected.

"Never said | wasarunaway," Carrie muttered sullenly.

"Didn't haveto,” he said. "It was pretty obvious. I'm not going to persuade you to go back," he added
hurriedly, as Carrie shifted in her set. "1'm going to offer you work."

"Work for you?' she said increduloudy. "Y ou travel about yoursdf!"

"My present employer would offer you work."

"Don't want to be afarm laborer.”

"Not farm laboring, that | promiseyou,” Skal grinned.

Carrie hesitated.

"Why not come with me and see what you think once you've met the other men. Y ou might likeit.”
"I might. If | wasarunaway," said Carrie, getting to her feet.

"If youwere," agreed Skai.

Skai pushed hisway out of the tavern into the street, grab-bing hold of Carrie just as she was about to
walk into asquad of Valtegan guards.

"Watchit," hesaid. "Don't you know that the guerrillas have been hitting the Vategans badly these past



two months?*

"What caused dl this activity?' asked Carrie as shefol-lowed Skai past the houses, angling for the forest.
They were virtualy retracing the route Carrie and Kusac had used entering Segport.

Skai shot her alook. "Y ou redly have been out of it, haven't you? It's midpoint for the Erasmus innine
days time. They'retrying to find someway of getting a message to the ship to makeit turn around.”

Carrie made agrunt of assent and gently began probing hismind to find out where he was heading.
Looming at the forefront of histhoughts was concern that his gun would still be where held concedled itin
the undergrowth. Minutes later, from behind her Kusac silently thrust the weapon into her waiting hand
before he merged into the bushes again.

When they reached the spot, Carrie let Skai hunt futilely for a couple of minutes before stopping him.
"I'm afraid you won't find it there, Skal," she said gpol-ogeticdly. "I've dready got it."

As he turned round, she raised the gun to point squarely at his chest.

"How did you get hold of it? Giveit back to me," he said angrily, taking a step forward.

"Get back," she said harshly. "I'm prepared to useit if | haveto.”

Skai retrested as shefingered the trigger action.

"Careful, those things don't need alot of pressure. Look, | don't know what you're playing at, or who
you think | am, but I'm nobody," he said, trying to be conciliatory. "I'm just asmple..."”

"Don't insult me. A farm laborer you are not,” said Carrie. "They don't go around carrying Vategan
energy Weapons.

"| cameto Segport to find aguide. Do you know your way through the forest and the svamp? Don't lie
to me," shewarned, bringing her other hand up to support the gun. "I'll know if you do."

Skal hesitated, then gestured helplesdly. "L ook, lad, | don't know what your problem is, but thisisno
way to solveit,” he began.

Carrie lunged to one Side as Skai suddenly launched him-sdif a her. Turning quickly, she pointed the gun
down and fired into the undergrowth by hisright foot.

"Don't fool with me, migter. | meant what | said.” Shere-laxed her sance dightly. "Now, my timeis
short. Do you or don't you know your way around the forest and the swamp?”

"Yes, | do," replied Skai. "Just what the hdll isit you want?*
"Later," said Carrie, throwing back her hood. "Put your hands behind your back, please.”

Carrie watched various emotionsflicker across his face with amused detachment asit struck him that
he'd been out-maneuvered, not by alad, but by agirl. Then hisface went chalk white.

"Elisg" hewhispered. "But..."

Carrie had no difficulty picking up histhoughts. Skai had been the lad her sster had left to go to
Geshader.



"No, Skai," she said, her voice gentler, "my sster isdead. I'm Carrie.”

Hetook a deep breath. "Y ou're so like her, even down to the way she wore her hair." His color was
gradudly return-ing.

"Wewereidentica twins."

"But what are you doing out in the forest?' He took a step toward her. "Come on, give me my gun back.
A joke'sajoke."

"Get back, Skai. I'm deadly serious." Her voice took on the hard tone he remembered from her sigter.
"Hands behind your back."

"What the hell do you want to go through the swamp for? What crazy scheme have you got cooked up?'
"Just get your hands behind your back and stop asking so many questions.”

Angrily, Skai complied and as Carrie moved nearer, felt his hands being roughly tied from behind. He
tried to peer over his shoulder, but amovement from Carrie stopped him.

"Don't," shesaid. "You'll meet him later." Shetook off her scarf and, moving nearer, threw it past him.
"Blindfold him, Kusac."

"Now just aminute,” exclaimed Skai, beginning to move, but ahand with aniron grip hed him till.

"| sad later. If you make any more protests, | may gag you, too,” she said, ahint of laughter in her voice,
"Youlead him, Kusac."

By the time dusk fell, Kusac had taken them deep into the forest, heading in the generd direction of the
swamp. He seemed to be able to sense the body of stagnant water.

Skal muttered angrily as he was hauled to hisfeet for the umpteenth time after pitching headfirst over a
log.

"Thisisafine way for aguide to travel—blindfolded and bound. | don't know why you brought me, lady,
but you sure don't need aguide.”

"Thisisagood placeto camp,” said Kusac, holding Skai steady by the arm. "We can't travel much
farther tonight.”

Carrie nodded. "All right. Y ou tie him to atree, then well get afire going. Our rations should do for three
of us, shouldn't they?'

"Il hunt tomorrow," Kusac agreed.
Oncethefire was going and a pot of water was boiling, Carrie turned her attention to Skal.
"Take off hisblindfold, Kusac," she said, Stting opposite the man.

Skal blinked and shook his head. HE'd been deprived of sight for so many hours that hisvision was
blurred.

" think you owe me an explanation, you and your friend." He looked round for Kusac. "Wheréshe

gone?



"Y ou'll meet him soon enough.

"Asfor our explanation, it couldn't be smpler. In the swvamp isaspace-going life pod. Onitisa
tranamitter cgpable of reaching Erasmus. Kusac and | need to reach that pod so we can signa our
ship."

"Wait aminute. We don't have life pods with transmitters. The only one on the planet belongsto the
Vdtegans"

"No. Kusac's people have one."
Kusac emerged from the shadows and squatted beside Carriein the full glare of the camp fire.

Skai took adeep breath. "Ah. You'rethat Carrie, Peter Hamilton's musing daughter. | should have
remembered im-mediately. | guess | was just thrown by how much you look like Elise. And your cat...
ian't, ishe?'

Kusac showed histeeth in agrin. "I'm Sholan. Our scout craft was shot down on this planet severa
weeks ago. Thelife pod is ours and was dropped here years ago when we first surveyed the planet.

"If we can get to the pod, we can signa my people for help, and they can contact Erasmus. But we need
to negoti-ate the svamp. Will you help?’

Ska pulled againgt hisbonds, trying to get hisanger to override hisfear.

"Y ou expect meto trust you when you treat me like this? How do | know you're any better than the
Vategans? We could bejust changing one set of overlordsfor another,” he exclamed. God, look at the
size of him! Skai shuddered and tried to suppress the thought.

"Y ou're the only human gpart from me who knows Kusac isan Alien. Do you think I'm fool enough to
give you that information near Seaport where anyone could overhear us, or you could run to your
superiors? We need someone who's man enough to act on his own without acommittee decison. Asyou
said, we have only nine days before Erasmus reaches midpoint, and weve still got to find the pod. Are
you going to help us or not?' demanded Carrie.

The silence lengthened as Skai tried to come to terms with the dual problems of a second race of
Aliens—possibly friendly ones—and sitting opposite his dead lover'stwin.

"Weé'rethe only chanceyou have," said Kusac findly.
"I know, damnit! It doesn't make you the right one, though.”
"He's cautious,” said Carrie. "He's afraid for hisown skin."

"And you aren't, | suppose,” said Skai bitingly. "Y oure willing to throw your lot in with these Aliensand
risk dl the people on Keiss, not to mention the millions on Earth, just on your say so? How can you be
50 Goddamn sure? Elise was sure she knew what she was doing, and look where that got her!

"If you knew he was an Alien, how come you didn't tell us earlier, when there wastimeto cometo a
reasoned deci-son?' Skal pulled angrily at the ropes again.

Carriesighed. "Rdease him, Kusac. Heisn't going any-where.

"Until afew daysago, | didn't know he was anything more than aforest cat,” she said as Kusac leaned
forward.



Extending his clawsfully, he dashed through the ropes binding the man to the tree.

Skai rubbed the circulation back into his chafed wrists, keeping awary eye on the Sholan. He didn't want
to get too near those claws.

"I'mapsychic. I know these people, | know how they fedl. They share many of the same hopes and
godsthat we have. They won't betray us.”

"God! That'sdl | need. An hysterica femae who thinks she's a psychic asthe first human contact these
folkshavel"

"Show him, Carrie,”" said Kusac. "Give him the proof he wants."
Carriereached mentdly for Skai, finding the rhythm of histhoughts and tuning in to them.
Ska diffened dightly, alook of utter shock coming over hisface.

Send him the images of your two colony planets, Kusac. Show him what the Valtegans did to your
people.

Kusac complied, and for severd minutes Skai remained rigid while he "saw" the devastation that was dll
that re-mained of the Sholan planets murdered by the Valtegans.

When Kusac released his contact, Skai dumped forward, bresthing heavily.
As he opened his mouth to speak, Carrie forestalled him.

"No, it isn't atrick. That's what you were going to say, wasn't it? Kusac's people have psychics, too, but
to them it's arespectable profession, bound by itsown rules.

"Do you believe usnow?' she asked.

"I have no choice," said Skai, hisvoice ragged from the shock of the contact and the mental images
Kusac had sent him. "Asyou said, they're our only chance. Yes, I'll help you."

"Good," said Carrie. "Now let's eat. Y ou look like you need agood hot drink.

"Do you redly know your way through the swamp?' she asked as she pulled out their only mug and the
remains of the coffee.

"Lady, you don't know how lucky you are," said Skai, gratefully holding out ashaking hand for the hot
drink. "Weal do atour of duty in the swamp, watching the Vategan base on the other side. | just came
off duty last week. Yes, | know the dry paths through there, but it's a dangerous place. There are flesh
eaters of every shape and size, not to mention the quicksand. It'satidal svamp, and if you don't pick the
right time, the safe route can kill you.

"The swamp goes right up to the coastline where the base is. It's adangerous trek even for those who
know theway. We had to lead the next detail through the path to show them the changesin the land.
What's safe one week isn't necessar-ily safe the next.”

Kusac threw him atrail bar and astrip of dried mest.

"We should reach the swamp by thistime tomorrow," he said. "I'll hunt for amidday medl, then we can
contact the rest of the crew. They can meet us there tomorrow night with provisions. When thetideis
right, you can lead usto the pod. By then I'll be ableto 'show' you whereit ismen-taly."



Skai nodded.
"How many of you are there on Keiss?' he asked.
"Only four others. Welost threein the crash.”

"Let'seat and deep,” said Carrie. "Questions can wait till tomorrow. WEell haveto be up a dawn. Time
isshort for us."

She settled down beside Kusac, taking the emergency blankets out of her backpack and handing oneto
Kusac. Wrapping hers around herself, she lay back and leaned her head on the now thin bag while she
munched on her meat and biscuit.

Kusac threw more wood on thefire, then, putting his blanket over them both, stretched out beside her,
histail curling protectively over her. He luxuriated in the warmth from the fire for afew moments, then
closed hiseyes.

Skal regarded them, part of his mind wondering if he could manage to escape once they were adleep, or
at least get hisgun back from the girl. The other part saw Carrie ly-ing there, so like Elise—and there
wasan Alien beside her.

What was it with those Hamilton girls? Weren't their own men good enough? Could he have done more
to stop her? Elise had known how hefdlt, but it hadn't stopped her, sheld till 1eft him. Perhaps he was
getting asecond chance with Carrie.

"Dont. Likeyour cats, | deep with one eye open,” said Kusac, hisvoice durred to avelvet purr. "1 know
you're not fully convinced, but stay around. Y ou will be. Meanwhile, leave Carrie done. Shel's not her
Sde.”

Just what did he mean by that? Skai wondered. Faced with the inevitable, he gave up and settled down
to deep.

Skai wakened before the others. He lay staring at Carrie, wondering about her. He only knew what al
the guerrillas knew—that she was the sster of Elise and the daughter of Peter Hamilton, head of the
Passive Resstance, and that she and her cat were missing. Except the cat was an intelligent Alien, one of
arace with more than two well established col-ony planets, and probably faster than light spacecraft.
God aone knew how wide the technical gap was between them!

Wait till Captain Skinner heard about the Aliens. What did she say they were caled? Sholans, that wasiit.
Shamethe girl had to betheir first contact. He would have driven a hard bargain for their help. Hed have
demanded access to some of their higher technology, but sheld just offered it for free. Just like awoman.
No sense of the value of things.

Hewasdrawn to her. It wasn't surprising congdering his unfinished affair with Elise. She had long hair
like her sster and he liked women with long hair, they looked more fem-inine. Most of them on Keiss
kept their hair short, said it was more practical. Hed have to try and get her away from the Alien.

Hefrowned as Kusac tirred in his deep and curled more protectively round Carrie. What wasthe
Sholan after any-way? He was abit too familiar with the girl. Surely they couldn't be lovers.

Never mind. He was something the Alien could never be, human like her and that was what would count
in the end. He could charm a country girl like her, no problem. That'sthe way it had started with Elise,
but then she'd gotten under his skin.



Hefingered hiswrist communicator thoughtfully. By rights, he ought to contact the Captain at their base.
He could play this hisway and maybe come out looking pretty good. And there was Carrie. He wouldn't
be missed for aday or two, so he had the time to play with. It could be an interesting few days.

Carrie stirred and began to stretch against Kusac, waking him, too.
/ see our guideis still with us, came Kusac's thought.

Of course. Had he tried to leave, he would have found it impossible, like walking through a solid
wall. | planted that thought last night before you let him"see " your two colony planets.

But that's mental manipulation! sent Kusac.

So7? It was necessary. We can't trust him.

That's a crime among my people, Carrie. You can't do that.

Kusac, it isn't a crime for me. We have no code of ethics for telepaths.

You mustn't do it, Carrie. You will have to adopt a code if your people have many more like you.
Telepaths mustn't take advantage of others by using their Talent. It infringes on the rights of the
individual. Can't you see?

Yes, but we're at war at the moment, and that changes the rules. We cannot afford to lose him.
It doesn't matter. Please do not use your Talent like that again.

His tone was so worried and concerned that she relented alittle.

['ll try to stick to your code, but | can't promise. Now come on, we have to get moving.

Carrie stretched again and smiled across at their guide, who was beginning to show signsof life.

"Good morning. I'm afraid we didn't introduce oursalves officidly last night. ThisisKusac," sheindicated
the Sholan, who was rekindling the smdl fire. "Asyou sur-mised, I'm Carrie Hamilton."

"Skal," he responded, smiling and holding out afriendly hand.

Hesitantly, Carrietook it. Histouch wasfirm yet gentle, most a caress. She was glad when he released
her.

"What made you leave your settlement?"' he asked.

"| wanted to join the guerrillaforces,” she replied shortly, handing the kettle to Kusac. "We need some
water," shesaid. "Can you smel any nearby?"

"There's some not too far away,” hereplied. "I'll not belong." He melted silently into the bushes at the
edge of their campsite.

Carrie handed Skai apiece of dried meat and began chew-ing one herself.
"How far isthe beginning of the swamp from here?"

"Thanksto you, | can only guesswhere 'here is." said Skai, moving round to sit beside her. " take it
we're travel-ing by dead reckoning?'



Carrie nodded, chewing hard on her food.
"Kusac can sense where the swamp is, but we have no idea of the distance involved.”

"Judging from the amount of walking we did yesterday, 1'd say wed reach it by nightfal. We can't
attempt to cross the swamp in the dark, so well have to camp again tonight.”

Skal reached out to touch astray lock of her hair.
"You havelovdy hair," hesaid, fingering it gently.
Carrie brushed it back out of the way.

"Dont," shesad sharply.

"Don't you like to be admired?' he asked softly.

"No. I've had enough of the Vategansleering at me and—Elise," she said bitterly, moving away from
him.

"I'm not aVdtegan, though.”

"Judt let'sleaveit, Skai. | don't want to talk," she said, while sending a short reassuring thought to Kusac,
who was clamoring to know what had angered her.

"I didn't mean to bring back bad memories," Skai gpolo-gized.

"Look, I'm not in the market for aman, so you don't need to impress me with your concern,” she said
coldly.

Skal sghed. Hewouldn't have thought her such acold fish. Fity. Still, there was plenty of time. Perhaps
when she got used to his company shewould thaw alittle.

"Tell us more about the swvamp," said Carrie, faling back to let Kusac take histurn usng Skai's machete
to cut through the dense underbrush.

Daylight did little to break the perpetua gloom that per-vaded the heart of the forest through which they
now worked their way.

"| told you. It'satidd delta, thickly overgrown with sivamp grasses and arambling network of trees.
Every high tide changes the dry areas dightly, and by the end of afort-night, the safe route you took in no
longer exigts. Parts of it do, but our scouts have to adapt to the ever changing geog-raphy.”

"Boats?' asked Kusac, hacking through the trunk of aparticularly resilient bush.
"Too overgrown. The whole thing resembles alake cov-ered with strips of shifting sand and vegetation.”
"So how do you manage?' asked Carrie, hitching her backpack into amore comfortable position.

"We rotate every two weeks while there are till someidentifiable swamp marks, and we leave markers
that only wewould notice.

"What about the shift coming off duty?Y ou said they guide the next shiftin.”

"One man takes them in, showing them the new markers.”



Carrie nodded. "Makes sense. Y ou've just come off duty, haven't you? Think you can guide usthrough
sAdy?'

"From one sde to the other, yes, but you want to reach some object..."”
"Thelife pod."

"... buriedinthere," continued Ska. "l can't guarantee we can reech it safely.”
"How deep isit? Can we wade or swim through it?" Kusac called back.

"No way. That water isaive with creatures you wouldn't want to meet. Leecheslike small edls, with
teeth to match, crocodiles, carnivorous fish—you nameit, if it's nasty and hasteeth, it livesthere. You
wouldn't survive more than aminute in the water.

"Then thereretheinsects.”

"Great," groaned Carrie, catching abranch that threatened to lash her in the face, "I don't think 1 want to
know any more for now. What do we do if we can't reach it?"

"Worry about that when the time comes,” growled Kusac. "Let'sjust get there and find it firgt."

The passage of time was difficult to gauge in the flicker-ing gloom, but eventualy there came apoint
when muscles ached and bodies were too tired to stand any longer.

To cadl it aclearing was amisnomer, but at least the un-dergrowth wasless dense. A small arealarge
enough for the stove was cleared and alarger one was trampled down for sitting.

Skal activated the stove and put the water they'd carried with them on to boil while Carrie kneaded the
worst of the cramps out of Kusac's shoulders.

"I don't know why you're bothering with hot water," she said. "We used the last of the coffeethis
morning."

Skal smiled, taking apacket out of hisjacket. With aflourish, he produced some mudin teabagsand a
smal quantity of sugar.

"We guerrillas carry afew emergency rations of our own," he said, grinning.

"Teal" exclamed Carrie. "'l haven't tasted any since the Vateganstook over the tea plantations up by
Geshader. And in bags, too."

"We have our sources,” said Skai. "Unfortunately, | haven't any milk.
"Now, how about giving my shoulders arub when you've finished with your friendly Alien's?'
Carrie stiffened, but aflick of Kusac's earsrelaxed her.

He stretched, rising to hisfeet. "I must hunt now, before| stiffen up. 1 will not belong, Leska," he said.
Reverting to afour-legged stance, he loped off.

Ska gave an involuntary shudder. "It's uncanny how he doesthat. Inhuman.”
Carriegrinned mirthlesdy as she moved behind him. "Heisn't human, hesan Alien.”

"I know. Perhapsit's because he resembles a cat that he doesn't seem... Ouch! Do you have to be so



rough?" he complained as Carrie kneaded his shoulder and neck mus-clesvigoroudy. ... quite so
Alien," he continued, dill wincing alittle.

"If you want to get rid of the stiffness, then it'sgoing to hurt,” she said, trying not to smirk.
Skal grunted. "What are the rest of the crew like?' he asked.
Shethought for amoment before answering.

"Different from Kusac. The Captain seemsafar man, but Guynor, the First Officer, he's suspicious and
belligerent. The two women seem friendly—at |east one of them does," she amended.

"Their hierarchy is different from ours. Age and maturity don't matter as much asthe ability towina
Chalengeif you're an enlisted man or a Junior Officer.

"There, that should be better now," she said, diding her hands off Skai's shoulders.
He caught hold of her before she could move away.

"L et medo your shoulders,”" he said persuasively. "Y ou've been doing as much trailblazing as Kusac and
r.rell

Carrie hegitated, then shrugged. She twisted her hair out of the way and turned her back to Skai. It wasa
risk, but she ought to be able to sense in advance if he planned to make a sudden move against her.

Despite hersdlf, sherelaxed under his gentle massage.
"What's Chalenge?' he asked.

"When they fed they have the ability to move up agradein their own field, they Chdlenge their
immediate superior. It'safight to submisson.”

"A bit barbaric, isn't it? Not to say stupid. How do they make sure that intelligence and brawn go
together?"

"I've noidea. | do know they have afamily caste system. Some are born to their professions. For
ingtance, Kusac'sfamily are dl telepaths.”

"Seems very haphazard to me. What about people from one family who have ataent for another craft?
What do they do?"

"Noidea. | haven't studied their sociology. I've only been redly aware of them as Aliens for a couple of
days, but their infrastructure seems based on more of a pack system. We don't have an analogy because
we evolved on adifferent planet,” she said dryly. "Thanksfor the massage. My mus-cles don't fed quite
sorigid now.

"Just remember that on Shola, Kusac's people are the dominant predators, probably more efficient ones
than we are on Earth,” she said.

Carrie began to move, but Skai stopped her.

"I haven't finished yet. Y our neck istill very tense. Now, doesn't that fedl better?' he asked, histone as
gentle and ca-ressing asthe fingers that moved lightly up and down her neck.

Caught unawares, Carrie found her body responding to the massage asfaint thrills of pleasure coursed



through her.

Having finished his hunting, Kusac paused in the bushes at the edge of their clearing. Silently, he observed
their inter-change, sharing through the link her reactionsto Skai's touch. Thiswas how it should be. She
needed a close rela-tionship with amale of her own species, amate of her own kind. This bond of
theirs—V artra alone knew how it had happened!—was not right, not natural. What would happen to her
when he had to leave the planet? The only way the L eska bond was broken was by death.

Hetried to remember what hisfather had said about it. HE'd only mentioned it once. It didn't happen to
every tel-epath, hed said, only to afew, but whenit did it waslike lightning, it struck whereit would.

Not much help, but then no one, least of dl himself, had imagined he would find a L eska from another
species, mil-lions of miles from home. Maybe the fact that she wasn't Sholan would make a difference to
the bond. Maybe they would be able to part when the problem on Keisswas over...

Histhoughts were interrupted by Carrie pushing Skai away.
"Thanks, I'm fine now," she said brusquely, getting to her fedt.

Kusac tried unsuccessfully to repress hisddight. Shedidn't liketheir guide either. If Skai continued to
bother his Leska, he'd be forced to Chalenge him. Shocked, he tried to stop that chain of thought.
Telepaths couldn't Challenge, and he was reacting asif Carrie were atrue Sholan Leska. What was heto
think and do? What was redly at stake here, them or two different worlds?

The politics of the Stuation he couldn't begin to gauge; whichever way he looked at it, everything seemed
disastrous. A new speciesis contacted and they are fellow Teepaths of potentialy amazing abilities.
They've been bru-taized for years by these Vdtegans, and when first contact is made, what happens?
He bonds Telepathicdly for life to one of them.

Suddenly his spirits lightened and he grinned. Well, hed run away to find adventure, hadn't he? Not even
he could say hislife was boring now.

His mind was made up. They were what mattered, not al the Allied World Councils nor the Terran
equivaents. Hed spesk to the girl, find out what she felt, and explain what a Leska bonding redlly
entailed. It wastheir problem; only be-tween them could it be solved.

Kusac pushed through the bushes and handed Carrie two small deerlike creatures.

"This should give us more than enough for tonight aswell," he said, the Sholan equivaent of a pleased
grinon hisface, "just in casetherest of the crew are late reaching the rendezvous.”

"Wonderful," said Carrie. "Red food again.”
"I'll help you skin them,” Kusac said, getting his knife out of Carri€'s backpack.

Soon the carcasses had been skinned and gutted, and were set to cook above the small fire. Skai made
up alittle of histea, dl of them preferring to save their resources and drink aweak brew now with the
prospect of more later.

Carrieleaned back againgt atree trunk, feding replete a last. Giving her fingersafind lick, she sighed.

"We haven't left much for later," she said wistfully, "but it was so nice to eat properly. I'd dmost rather
starve than eat another piece of dried meet or atrail bar, no matter how well your crew mates make
them.”



Kusac grinned, displaying arow of white, even canines that made Ska wince.
"They should be a the meeting place well before us, and they won't come without mest, believe me.”
"l hope not,” she said. "I suppose wed better contact them before we start off again.”

"Y ou contact Vanna. Y ou spent quite alot of timewith her yesterday, and if | know you, you were tuning
into her ev-ery now and then. I'll give you the extra power you'll need.”

Histhought followed immediately. We cannot risk merg-ing for this contact, Leska. It would leave us
unprotected with Skai, and | don't trust that one.

Areyou sure | can contact her on my own?
I'll be with you. You won't be alone.
"All right," said Carrie, making hersalf comfortable as Kusac took her by the hand.

Crossing her legs, sherested their clagped hands on one thigh, letting the other fal limply in her lap. Eyes
closed, she cadled to mind Vannasface, trying to sense her pres-ence. As the image sharpened, she saw
the Sholan woman's eyes widen as she became aware of them. The picture began to fade dightly, and,
hurriedly, Carrie drew on Kusac's strength. VVanna's face became clearer. Quickly, she passed on an
image of the swamp and their meeting that evening. Fedling Vanna's acceptance, she let the link dissolve,
breath-ing deeply before opening her eyes.

"Vannagot the message,”" she said tiredly, releasing Kusac's hand and rubbing her eyes.

"Well done," he said. "No one could have done it better. Y ou progress well." He touched her cheek with
his hand be-fore starting to pack away their things.

"Y ou rest for amoment while we clear up. I'm afraid we can't afford thetimeto let you rest properly.”
He reached for her rucksack and pulled out adightly fluffy trail bar. "Eat this. Itll help,” he said, trying to
pick off thefluff before handingit to her.

"By my reckoning, we have about seven daystill mid-point,” said Skai, breaking hissilence. "A
reasonable safety margin.”

"It'stoo closefor comfort,” shesaid. "I have abad fedl-ing about this whole pod business. How long has
it been on the planet, Kusac?'

"About twenty years, | think."

"That'salong timein the type of swamp that Skai has de-scribed.” She shook her head as she got to her
feet. "We know the pod's been partly disabled. How do we know there's anything at all working init?
The wholething could be amess of rusty wiring and meta by now."

"No," said Kusac firmly. "It was designed to survive dl reasonable types of climatesand animd life. Even
if the ex-terior sensors and transmitters have been damaged, there are till the manua unitsinsde. Aswll
as being aremote bio-sphere [aboratory, it does have emergency life-support facil-ities on board. There's
amanua transmitter, food rations, amedicd kit—anything that could be of useto an investiga-tory team
indifficulty.”

"Let'shopeyou'reright, becauseif we aren't in difficulty, | don't know whois" said Skal dryly, gathering
his bits and piecestogether.



Getting to her feet, Carrie kicked dirt over the fire, samp-ing it down well. "Timeto leave," she said,
picking up her backpack. "Who's blazing the trail thistime?"

"I will," said Skal, taking the machete from her.

It wasfully dark by the time they reached the fringe of the forest where the Sholans had set up their
temporary camp. They werewell back from the water's edge, under the cover of the trees so that their
small camp fire could not be seen.

"Captain,”" said Kusac, stepping into thefirelight, fol-lowed by Carrie and Skal.
Therewas a collective rustle as four guns were replaced in their wegpons belts.
"Weve been listening to your approach for quite awhile," said the Captain.

"l expect you have," replied Kusac, hunkering down by thefire. "Terran feet are not as quiet as ours, and
we've had to hack our way through the bushes.”

The Captain nodded. "Thisis our guide?' he asked, point-ing at Skai, who was gill standing on the edge
of thecirdeof firdight.

Kusac turned round and gestured to the man to join them.

"Y es. Be careful with him. Heis an opportunist and | sensethere are severd things heis conceding from
us, but my oath forbids me finding out under the present circum-stances.”

"Y our oath can be damned convenient a times," growled Guynor.

"Also beware of the fact that this Terran, in common with al the others on Keiss, is not used to dedling
with Aliens other than the Vategans,”" continued Kusac, ignoring Guynor's interruption. "He does not trust
us, and it will take some time before he does."

"I will note your warning,”" replied Garras. "Before this state of war, | wasinvolved in escorting Trade
missions to the Chemer on the planet Terney. | have some experience of early, if not first contact.

"Now introduce us. Vanna, give them some food. Well talk while you est."

Vanna handed Carrie achunk of roasted meat. "It's good to see you again,” she said. "l was surprised to
get your message."

"After Kusac, | know you best," she said. "For now, I'm just grateful to sit down,” she continued, settling
hersdlf next to Kusac. "If | never see another bush or tree, it will be too soon!”

Skai's pdlor was beginning to fade as he concentrated on breathing evenly. Somehow the Sholans,
though about the same average size, seemed to mass larger and he felt dwarfed by their presence. He
tried to concentrate as Kusac introduced them one by one, but he was only aware of the Alienness of
them. Gratefully, he accepted the meat offered to him and bit into it hungrily. Life had ceased to be clear
cut for him; it was full of gray areas of which he was unsure. Common sense took hold as he began to
fed lessravenous and by the time he was offered a hot drink, he was able to look around at the
assembled Sholanswith a bit more equa-nimity.

Laborioudy, Kusac asked him questionsin English, then trandated his repliesto the Captain in alanguage
that waslyrical intone, yet had many guttural sounds.

He doesn't lose much of the accent when talking English, Skai thought.



After sometime, Carrie interrupted Kusac.

"Why don't you give Skai the knowledge of your lan-guage tel epathicaly? We can't pronounce yours
very well, but what'sto stop us understanding it?"

Kusac looked at Garras. The Captain's ears dropped and his eyes narrowed. "No," he said. "l don't
want him under-standing al we say. He knows enough about usfor the pres-ent if your reading of his
character is correct.”

"This exchange of information istaking too long. If we need to know something in ahurry, the dday
could befatd," said Kusac. "1 can give you the ability to speak their language. Y ou could then
understand and talk to him, but our language would remain Aliento him."

"That makes sense, but give dl of usthisknowledge. If the swamp is as dangerous as he says, we will
need to heed hiswarningsimmediately. Y es, go ahead and do that," nod-ded Garras.

"It will belessof adrain onmeif Carriehelps.”
"Asyouwish. Thisisyour field, not mine”

"Carrie, you deal with Vanna, please. Hold her hand. It makesthe transfer easier,” said Kusac, reaching
for the Cap-tain's hand.

"What do | do?' asked Carrie. "l've never done this be-forel"

"Tuneinto her brain pattern and project a concept of your language to her. 1t's smilar to what you did
earlier today. Y ou'll know how to do it when the moment comes. Use your intuition,” he said.

It took severa long minutes for Carrieto find the right level from which to work, but once found, the rest
was easy. She could fed Vannasinitial resstance fade, to be replaced with a sense of wonder.

So that's where the main differences liel Carrie heard her think. Look, thisis us.

Almost immediately, Carrie received aflood of informa-tion about the Sholans schemaof their world.
She broke contact when it was done and sat there stunned while her subconscious mind tried to
assmilate what she had learned.

"It must be marvelousto work directly with the mind it-sdlf," said Vanna, in atone that Carrie now
recognized as one of awe.

"I don't know," shereplied, pulling her scattered thoughts together. "I'm new to thismysdf." Shegavea
ghy laugh as Vanna squeezed her hand. Carrie withdrew it hurriedly when Vanna's claws pricked her
flesh.

"Oh, sorry,” said Vanna contritely. "I keep forgetting you haven't got fur to cushion our touch.”
"It'sdl right,” said Carrie, surreptitioudy rubbing her hand against her trouser leg.
Kusac had finished with the Captain and, like her, was re-couping his energy.

"That's some Tdent you have," said Garras, his earstwitching rapidly as he blinked to clear his head.
"Skal, can you understand me?" he asked, histongue ssumbling over the unfamiliar sounds.

"Ah, yes," said their guide. "How come you've learned English so fagt?!



"Kusac has given me your tongue. Wewill al be givenit so we can talk more essily, yes?'
"Yes," sad Skal hesitantly, unsure of himself again in this new world of rapid changes.
"Kusac, teach Guynor and Mito."

"No," said Guynor unequivocaly.

"Y ou will not disobey my orders," warned Garras.

"I will not let histhoughts pollute my mind, nor will | let the language of such hairless beasts pollute my
mouth!" he growled, rising to hisfest.

"You will do asyou are ordered,” repeated Garras, hisvoice alow snarl ashis ears flattened and flicked
out to the side.

"Why do you order me to submit to these... animals? Are we not superior?| say again, | will not!"

"Areyou Chalenging me?' Garras eyes had narrowed to vertica dits as he prepared to legp to hisfeet.
"If I can learn from these people, then so can you. Submit!”

"Itisyour fault! Y ou caused this corruption!” Guynor lunged toward Carrie,

"Y ou cannot Chdlengethe girl," said Vannaurgently, ris-ing to her feet and blocking him with her body.
"Sheisnot of our kind. It would only bring you shame.”

"Kusac, then!" Balked of his prey, he wheeled round on Kusac. "He is the one who sank so low asto
par with thiscregture. | Chdlenge him!™

"Nor Kusac!" shouted Vanna, grabbing at his upraised arm. "He's not your Grade. Y ou cannot in honor
Chdlengehim!"

Gods, thought Kusac, his mind spinning as he legpt to hisfeet. It's happened. The confrontation he had
feared, and it had come too soon. He wasn't ready for it. Neither wasthe girl.

He glanced at Carrie. She was ashen, her face amask of shock. He thrust her behind him as he felt the
adrendine surgeinto his system. His head began to swim and his scom-ach turned over.

"Honor?" growled the enraged Sholan, crouching lower. "Where was his honor when he entered her
mind and used her? Or when they paired?| claim the Blood-rite Chalenge, to purgethe crime!”

"Denied!" snapped Garras, leaping to hisfeet. "Were a war. | can't afford to lose any more people. If
thereisacrimeto answer, he will face a court-martial, not you."

With asnarl of rage, Guynor launched himsalf at Kusac, talons ripping across his exposed flesh, knocking
him to the ground.

From far away, Kusac heard Carrie start to scream, but he was too busy fighting for both their lives.
Chapter 7

Kusac hit the ground hard, bardly noticing the chest wounds as Guynor landed astride him.
Automaticaly, heraised hishandsto protect himself. Guynor's face was a snarling mask of fury inches
from histhroat and it wastaking al of his strength to keep him from getting closer.



The Firgt Officer had chosen histime well, a detached part of Kusac's mind observed. Utterly exhausted
after their journey through the forest, he had virtualy no energy Ieft for this, even if he didn't havea
Tdepath'sinhibitions.

Hefdt Guynor'slegs move and knew the vicious hind claws were going to rake his somach. He relaxed
briefly and as the claws caught on his belly, managed to twist just enough to throw his enemy off balance.
The claws dashed shalowly across him, but the injury was dight compared to what could have
happened. Pain exploded in his shoulder as Guynor sank histeeth into it and with ayowl of purerage
Kusac retdiated, catching him by the ear with histeeth.

Shock at Kusac's attack made Guynor release his shoulder enough to pull histeeth free and jerk back
out of range. Blood from the torn ear was pouring down hisface, blocking hisvison. He shook his head,
sending droplets splattering over everyone.

The fresh agony of the teeth ripping free made Kusac cry out again. Franticaly, he pushed the pain to
one sde—he couldn't let it distract him, too much was at stake.

Themist of pain cleared and Kusac was able to take ad-vantage of Guynor's surpriseto pull hisleg back
and kick him squarely in the chest, sending him flying backward. He pushed himsdf up and dived at the
Sholan, landing on him with hisfull weight and knocking the bresth out of him. Propping himsdlf up on his
hands, he pressed down on Guynor's shoulders trying to reach the other's throat.

Guynor'sarmswerein hisway and as he sngpped a them, catching the left forearm in histeeth, Guynor
grasped hisinjured shoulder and dug histalons deep into the aready torn and bleeding flesh.

A wave of fire screamed through Kusac's body almost making him black out. Kusac released Guynor,
giving an in-voluntary low yowl of pain. Hisarm, unable to support him, buckled and he fdll against
Guynor's chest.

Fedling Kusac weakening, with agrowl! of triumph, Guynor moved hisfree hand to reach for histhroat.

Desperation made Kusac faster. He knew his strength was spent and he could take no more. Therisk
wasworth it. As soon as the arm moved, he stretched upward for the now ex-posed throat and clamped
hisjawsfirmly round it.

Guynor gtiffened, knowing he wasin adegth grip. He loosened hishold on Kusac's shoulder and began
desper-ately trying to break free, hands scrabbling at Kusac's mouith.

Kusac tightened hisjaws, his canines breaking the skin. He tasted blood and loosened his hold dightly.
He had no wish to kill Guynor. Bringing ahand up to the Sholan'sthroat he encircled it at the base of the
neck and pressed. Guynor began to gasp for air.

"Submit!" he heard Garras shout above the sound of his own panting. "Enough of this madness, Guynor!
Submit. Y ou have lost!"

A gargling sound came from Guynor. With difficulty, Kusac opened his hand. Drying blood was sticking
their fur together. Hefelt Sick.

Still Guynor could not spesk.
Kusac opened hisjaws afraction. He dare not loose his grip any further.

"I submit,” Guynor findly managed to gasp.



Kusac was aware of people taking hold of the Sholan under him.
"It'sal right, Kusac. Y ou can release him now. We have him," said Mito, touching his uninjured shoulder.

Kusac released Guynor. Hands grasped his arms and hel ped him to hisfeet. Staggering, he dmost fell,
but Vannawas there to steady him. He wiped hisface across hisfore-arm, but the smell of blood
seemed worse. He held onto her for support while hetried to steady his breathing, to ease the burning
achein hislungs. His ssomach began to spasm and he bent over, sarting to retch.

"No," said Vanna, pulling him upright by the fur between hisears. "Y ou won't throw up. Take deep
breaths, fill your lungs. That'sit," she said as his breathing became less er-ratic and he began to straighten

up.

"You've donefing" shesaid quietly. "Y our woman is safe and you fought well. Now let me seeto your
wounds.”

Kusac shrugged free. "I'm fing; seeto him.”
"Kusac, | need to stop the bleeding,” she said.

"I'll seeto Kusac," said Mito firmly from behind him. ™Y ou see to Guynor. Don't worry, Kusac,” shesad
as heturned round. "He'sin no state to do anything. The Captain isdealing with him." Her ears dipped
dightly as she put her head to one side.

All thiswaslost on Kusac for he was looking over to where Carrie sat huddled against atree with Skai.
When the fighting had started, hed had the presence of mind to grab her and haul her clear of the
combat.

"Kusac," Mito said softly, putting out her hand to touch him, but Kusac brushed her aside and walked
over tothe Terran girl.

He held out hishand to her. "Come," he said.
"Jugt aminute..." began Ska.
"Carrie, come," he ordered, reinforcing the words with amenta command.

Carrielooked up, her eyesno less glazed with pain than his. She shivered convulsively and got to her
feet.

Blood glistened darkly on his shoulder, running duggishly down hisleft arm.
Kusac took her hand, holding it tightly despite her feeble effort to releaseit.

Ignoring thefive pairs of eyeswatching them, Kusac drew her with him away from the camp into the
forest. He led her unresistingly back aong the path they had cut only afew hours before—now an
eternity—until they were far enough away not to be overheard. He stopped and turned to face her.

"We havetotak," hesaid.
"Yes" shesad dully, refusing to look at him.
Kusac cupped her face in ahand now gentle, talons re-tracted.

"Look a me. Please.”



"Why?" she asked tonelesdly.
"l need to seeyour face," hesaid smply.

She looked up. He watched her eyes move across hisface, taking in his Alienness, the aftermath of that
bloody fight. Each second was like adeath for him. He daren't listen to their Link for fear of what he
would find.

"What do you haveto say?' she asked at length.

"| wanted to talk to you, to get to know you as a person, to tell you about our Link, but we haven't had
the time. We've been so busy for everyone else, both our races—No, by Vartral Cal it what it is, our
gpeciesl—that we've had no time for oursaves. | haveto tell you... Oh, damnit!" he swore, turning away
and pounding hisfist againgt atree. "Why isit suddenly so hard to talk to you?"

The slence lengthened until he thought she had left. He felt alight touch and turned round.

Ignoring the throbbing pain, he put his hands on her shoulders, looking at her closely. She seemed less
distant. He till dared not touch her mind, dared not hope.

"Carrie, because of what | did when your sister died, the link we formed the other day, it... itisnt an
ordinary link."

"I know," shesaid quietly.
"Among our people, this Link makesthe two people Leskas to each other. This| havetold you."
She nodded.

"I haven't told you the full truth because | didn't think it could apply to us, because we are... different.”
Hetook adeep breath and tightened his grip, making histaons extend dightly.

"I've been afraid for several days now that thisisn't so. We aretrue Leskas."
"I know."

"No, you don't know! Leskas are life-mates, bound by something stronger than either of them. Y ou and
I, were bound together... for life. We. Cannot. Dissolve. The bond.” He punctuated the words by
shaking her dightly. "Do you understand me?' he asked.

"Yes," she sad, tears beginning to course down her face.

"Only death can separate us—the deaths of both of us, not just one. We cannot part from each other for
long because it causes mentd suffering.” He stopped, taking a deep breath.

"The bond isaso sexud. It gives usaneed for each other, flesh to flesh, mind to mind. The Gods aone
know why, but they have made us one. Now do you fully understand?' He took a shuddering breath
and waited for an answer.

"What do you want to do?' she whispered, the tears till fdling.

"Want? | have no say in the matter," he said, hisvoice ragged. "I cannot see you as other than my true
Leska, my life-mate. May Vartraand the other Gods have pity on me, because | would have no other
thanyou!"



Carrie looked down at the ground, aware of the weight of his gaze and of his hands on her shoulders.
She knew he wastdlling the truth, not only because she could fed it, but be-cause she'd worked most of
it out for hersdlf.

From thefirst sheld fet drawn to him in a strange fasci-nating way. Then shed fdt it change to something
more. Was thistruly what she wanted? Could she again have no say in the matter? It seemed not. She
knew that two worlds not two people stood beside the tree. Could they, would they... dare... make that
bridge?

When she spoke, her voice was a barely audible whisper.

"Then may your Gods pity me, too, because | seem to have no choice ether.”

Kusac froze. "Whét are you saying?"

"That we aren't very different. That | find myself as drawn and bound to you asyou areto me."
"Then we will face the future together?' he asked, hardly daring to bregthe.

"Together," she replied, looking up at him and seeing again the person that he was aswell asthe Alien
form hewore.

Kusac pulled her close, wincing at the pain lancing through him from his bitten shoulder. He lowered his
face to hers and began to run thetip of histongue across her cheek, finally able to admit to and express
the emations that had grown in him over the weeks he had known her.

Carrie buried her face in the fur on his chest, degply breathing in his musky scent. She clutched at his
back, run-ning her hands through the soft pelt, awvare of the strength of the muscles underneath.

Their link had reasserted itsalf and they were surrounded by the joy they took in each other's differences.
Carrieturned her face to him, capturing his mouth in akissthat was afirst for both of them. Shefdt his
gtart of surprise, then he relaxed, letting her take the lead.

"I never thought I'd find ameate so far from home," he said at length, wiping the last of her tears away.
"I loveyou, Kusac," Carrie said, rubbing her cheek against his good shoulder.

Kusac laughed, alow rumble that seemed to vibrate through hiswhole body. "I never hoped | would
hear you say that, Leska. | ill can't make up my mind if the Gods are blessing us or playing some crud
elaborate joke.

"I loveyou, too," he said, laying his head againgt hersfor amoment. "We must get back to the camp.
You and |, we have work to do tomorrow, finding that life pod.”

Carrie sighed and reluctantly disengaged herself. She rubbed her hands together. They were sticky.
Blood. Always blood.

"I know," said Kusac, his earsflattening briefly againg his skull as hetook hold of her hands. "I'm sorry,
but I couldn't let him touch you." He gave alittle bark of alaugh. "Look at me" he said, "freshfrom a
Challenge and covered in blood. Hardly looking my best to win my mate, am 17

She amiled, her whole face lighting up, and reached out to touch his cheek. "Don't,” shesaid. "I know."
He kept her other hand in his as they began to walk back down the path.



"Wewill have plenty of timefor us, | will seeto that, don't worry,” he promised her.

"Y our wounds!" she exclaimed guiltily, suddenly remem-bering them. She stopped and tried to examine
hisinjured shoulder, but Kusac held her firmly away.

"l amfine. Thereis nothing that VVanna can't treet easly. I'll let her tend them as soon aswe get back.”
"Y ou promise?’
Kusac gave adeep, throaty purr. "'l promise!”

Guynor was lying with his back to,the fire when they re-turned, his bandages visble againg histan fur.
His pdt looked dull and lackluster even from adistance.

"I don't think welll have any more trouble from him," murmured Kusac as they joined the others round the
fire. Hewas vaguely surprised that he felt neither remorse for fight-ing Guynor, nor even an echo of his
evident pain. Perhaps it was because his own was so great.

Vannarose asthey sat.

"Will you let me see to you now the important businessis out of theway," she said archly, with an
openmouthed grin.

Kusac sat patiently while she clipped the fur around the wounds and examined them.

"I'm afraid thiswill take quite atimeto hed," she said, as she carefully swabbed the dirt out of the deep
gouges and puncture wounds. "Y ou shouldn't use your shoulder at dl for severd days: infact | want your
aminading. | can't tack the tearstogether, they'll have to hed naturaly.

"The ones on your chest and stcomach aren't deep, thank-fully. They'll hedl fairly quickly.”
She finished off by spraying sedlant over al the wounds and breaking open a sterile dressing pack.

Kusac'sworld was limiting itsdlf to pain and tiredness. He was so exhausted it was dl he could do to Sit
upright. Hefi-naly succumbed to Carrie's mental suggestion that he lean againgt her.

"Give me a hand with the bandage please," Vanna said to Carrie, getting her to hold it in place.

"There, that should hold if you don't do anything too en-ergetic in the next day or two." She grinned again
and sat down beside Carrieto dig in her first aid kit.

Kusac rose stiffly and went over to where Carrie had dropped her backpack.
Vannagavethe girl asidelong look as she took out a hy-poderm gun.

"So, dl isnow well with you and Kusac?'

"Er...uUm..."

The Medic made a purring noise Carrie now recognized as a chuckle.

"I'm s0 glad that our barbaric Challengeritua didn't cause trouble between you. Normally it isn't that
vicious, but Guynor caled the Blood-rite and that isto the death.”

"I know. Remember, you gave me the equivdent of your racid history when | linked with you.”



"At least you know that particular Chalengeis extremely rare. Guynor had no right to Challenge Kusac
at adl. Tele-paths can't be Challenged because of their Talent. There are too few of them, and the mental
pain of combat istoo great. How Kusac coped, and is coping, | don't know."

"It's probably because of me," said Carrie. "1 have more—Talents Kusac calls them—than your people,
and one of them isto be able to fight without sensing the pain my opponent feds."

Vannalooked round and saw Kusac returning. "Just re-member,” she said hurriedly, "despite what you
saw in the fight, Kusac'savery gentle person.”

"l know."
Kusac returned carrying Carrie's hairbrush. "I want to brush your hair,” he said, sitting down behind her.
"Kusac, you should rest,” warned Vanna. "Weve dl got aheavy day tomorrow."

"I will, but I haveto do thisfirgt,” he said, beginning to brush Carrie's hair with long but gentle strokes,
givingit histotd attention.

"I'm going to give you an andgesic and an antibiotic,” Vannasad, putting the hypo gun to histhigh. "The
skin around your nose and eyesistoo pae. Y ou need to eat and then rest to replace the lost blood.”

He shook hishead. "l couldn't eat, Vanna." The brush was till.

Carrie turned around and took it from hisunresisting hand. "What if | brush you and Vanna cuts some
amall piecesof mest..."

Gratefully, he looked up at her, amber eyes dull with pain. "Please, it would be the next best thing to a
shower.”

Carrie began to brush carefully, teasing the knots of blood and dirt out of the silky fur.

Shefdt hispain dmost as strongly as he could and was working hard to try and block it, remembering
what he had said about her sister. Not that she believed him, but... Hewastrying to stop it from reaching
her too but he was as weak as a kitten. Perhaps she could lessen it for him without actualy experiencing
it. Shecould try.

Gradudly it began to diminish and shefdt asense of sat-isfaction.

"Do you think you could speak to Skai and explain thingsto him?* she said to Vanna "1 don't want him
going xeno-phobic onus.”

"Already done," said Vannacheerfully, handing her aplate of smal dices of meat. "Hestaking to Mito a
the moment. Oh, by the way, you put her nose nicely out of joint, Kusac. She redlly expected you to
want her now you've bested Guynor. Serves her right, opportunigtic little..." Therest waslost asshe
moved away from thefireside.

"Kusac," said Garras, leaning toward him. "I know you'd rather it were otherwise, but Guynor will facea
court-martia for Chalenging you. However, the charge helaid againgt you of Misuse of Tdent isjust as
serious and will have to be answered.”

"I know, Captain. Well answer it."

"Good. I'll speak for you, of course. There are mitigating circumstances. Without your..." he hestated
briefly, one ear flicking questioningly, ... Leska, we would not be ableto locate the pod.”



Kusac's eyes darted to the Captain's face. Carriefelt hisfear.

"l have come acrossa L eskapair before, lad. | know something more than the layman about their needs.
Asl sad, I'll speak for you."

He hestated. "Y ou're going to need dl the help you can get, Kusac, you redize that, don't you? Oh, not
because of anything you did or didn't do, but because it happened at al.” Garrasinclined his head toward
Carrie. "Her family is prominent on this planet and I'd be surprised if they didn't make agreat ded of
noise about your link. Then there's your family, or maybe that won't be a problem?”

"Therewill betrouble," said Kusac heavily.

"I'm mentioning it now to both of you not to be alarmist but so you are prepared for it when it happens.
Asl sad, I'll dowhat | can.”

Kusac relaxed. "Thank you, Captain. Don't place too much hope on finding the pod yet, thisisa Taent
new to meand | have till to seeif it works," he said, hafheartedly chewing on a piece of mest.

"With the two of you, and our guide, | think it'saforegone concluson. | just hope you are up to traveling
tomorrow."

"I won't hold you back."

Garras nodded. 'There's something about you, lad, that doesn't quite add up. | don't expect you to tell
me, but I'll work it out. Why you ever joined the military I'll never know, you're not the type, and with a
Telepath's upbringing to boot. The only person you might have needed to prove yoursdlf to was you,
unlike the Guynors of thisworld.

"Waéll, I'm turning in for the night. Y ou do the same. Nothing healslike deep. Good night.”
"Good night, Captain.”

Carrie sneezed and was abruptly awake. She was aware of the unfamiliar pressure of arms wrapped
closdly around her and strained againgt them, trying to free hersdlf. She touched fur and relaxed just as
Kusac released her and pushed him-sdlf up on his good e bow.

"Good morning,” he said as she turned to face him. " The sunlight woke me, too.” Wincing, he brought his
injured arm round so he could touch her face with his hand. Hisfinger-tips were gentle as they caressed
her cheek.

"Even compared to Sholan women, you are beautiful,” he purred softly, bending down to run histongue
across her ear.

Carrie shuddered with pleasure as she reached up to stroke hisface. "Isn't it abit public for this?' she
whis-pered.

Kusac nuzzled her shoulder. "Only if anyoneislooking," he murmured, working hisway across her neck.
"Be sarious,” she admonished, wriggling in hisgrasp. "What if someone should look?"

"Wereonly indulging inlittleintimacies™ he said, mov-ing round to lie partly across her. "We have
nothing to hide, have we?' he asked, his mind touching hers.

Carrie shook her head, smiling. "I know," she said. "If we can accept each other, they can accept us."



"The sooner the better. Life on board the Khal ossa lacks much in theway of privacy unlessyou arein
your quarters, and we can't say there forever." Hefdt her stiffen dightly.

"Wewill haveto leave the planet for at least afew weeks," he said. "There is Guynor's court-martial, and
| have to face charges concerning our bond. It may only be aboard of inquiry, but I will need you with
me." Histone sounded concerned.

"I'll come," shereplied. "How could you doubt it? | just haven't had timeto think ahead. What will we do
whenthisisdl over?’

Kusac brushed her hair back from her face. "Let'sleave that till later. We have enough to occupy usfor
now," he said, returning to his exploration of the space behind her ears.

A loud throaty noise came from nearby. "If you two want breakfast, you'd better get it now while there's
dill time. Skai sayswe move off in fifteen minutes,” said Vanna

Kusac sighed. "We're coming." He rubbed noses with Carrie before pushing himself to his knees and
helping her torise,

Asthey waked over to the fire, Kusac's good arm negli-gently draped around her shoulders, Carrie was
awarethat his open display of affection was not only for themselves, but also for the benefit of his crew
mates. He was publicly laying claim to her and forcing them to acknowledgeit, if only to themselves. She
was a'so amused to detect an ele-ment of jealousy, not closaly enough guarded from her, of Skai
because hewas Terran like her.

They sat beside Vanna and the Captain, who nodded in greeting.
"Beforewe leave, Kusac, | want you to imprint English on Guynor and Mito if you areup toit.”

Kusac flexed his shoulder dightly. "There's some pain and stiffness, but not as much as1'd expected,” he
sad. "l cannot do an imprint if Guynor will not cooperate.”

"Hewill. | have hisword on that. What preparation will you need to do for locating the pod?”

Kusac poured himself and Carrie ahot drink. "Well need severa minutesto Link and Search for it.
Once weve eaten and dedt with Guynor and Mito, well make a start. Carrie, you can cope with Mito,
can't you?' Hetook the piece of cold mesat that she offered him and began to est.

"No problem," reassured Carrie. "I'll do it now." She ges-tured to Mito to join them. When the Sholan
was seated, Carrie held out her hands and ingtructed Mito to grasp them. Reluctantly she did so. A ook
of concentration came over both their faces for afew minutes, then Carrie released her.

"That wasn't too bad, wasit?' she asked the other woman.

"No," Mito said, surprised. "There was no sense of you invading my mind at al, therewas just asharing.
And you don't seem cold and Alien!" She shot an angry look at Guynor. "I'll let you finish your breakfast
now," she said, risng and moving quietly to St beside Garras.

Kusac touched Carrie's shoulder, drawing her attention back to him. "It's too noisy to Search for the pod
here. Well have to go back into the forest, I'm afraid.”

She nodded and rose. "I'll collect my thingsfirst,” she said, Stuffing a piece of mest into her mouth and
going back to where their blanketslay.



"Hdlo," said avoice from behind her.

"Good morning, Skai. What can | do for you?' she asked, pulling out her brush and running it briefly
through her hair before packing it and the blankets into her backpack.

"I wasthinking about last night. | don't know how far we can trust these Sholans. They aren't as peaceful
asyou seem to think, are they?'Y our pussy cat really knows how to use histeeth and claws.”

"Last night you witnessed rampant xenophobia,” she said, rounding on him, "not the rationa behavior of
therest of the crew. And what about us?' she demanded. "We aren't ex-actly tame pussy cats either!
Seen from an Alien viewpoint, I'm sure we look just as bloodthirsty at times."

She softened her tone and continued. "L ook, Skai, you haveto learn to see the people; their smilarities
to us, not their differences. We're al too used to seeing Aliens asthe Vategans, creaturesto hate and
fear. The Sholansaren't Vdtegans. Y ou must learn to take them on their own merit. Don't try to put
Human vaues on what they do, they aren't Human, they're Sholan.”

"Likeyou do?" he asked sarcagticdly. "No wonder you weren't in the market for aman. Y ou were after
something more exatic, just like your sgter.”

Carriefetched him a stinging blow acrossthe face. "Don't you dare talk to me like that again! | don't have
to justify my actionsto you or anyone. If were going to work to-gether, you'll keep your opinionsto
yoursdlf. Do | make my-sdif clear?' She staked off, leaving Skai curang himself for dienating the one
person to whom he could relate.

Kusac was sitting opposite a sullen Guynor when she re-turned to the camp fire. She could fed him
dilling hismind and trying to match Guynor's: she was adso aware of Kusac recoiling from the undisguised
hatred that Guynor was pro-jecting.

"It isn't easy without your cooperation,” sSghed Kusac. "It might even be painful.”
"I've been ordered to submit to your teaching, but no one can make melikeit," snarled Guynor.

There was no option but to force theinitia contact if he had the power. He could get Carrieto help, but
with Guynor's mind in its present gate there was no knowing how held react. Hed haveto do it doneif
he could.

Sowing hisbregthing, he stilled hismind, gently search-ing through the wide band of interference that the
Firgt Of-ficer wastransmitting until he located its source. He had the key, now to put it in the lock. There
was no point in gentle probing, it would only be repulsed by Guynor's barrier of hate. Kusac gathered his
energy and sent asharp, incisive probe deep into the other mind, grasping control firmly and subduing all
irrdlevant activity. He experienced the gasp of pain and terror that Guynor could not vocalize, but was
ableto subdueit ingtantly. Quickly, he located the relevant area of memory and implanted the necessary
informetion.

Now that he had control of Guynor's mind, he could with-draw more gently and not cause any further
pain. Within moments Guynor was Sitting nursing a splitting headache, and Kusac was wondering over
the new dimensionsto his Talent. An exercise like that should have left him fedling drained for severd
hours, yet he had used hardly any energy at dl. Just aswell, consdering the pain he wasin and that he
and Carrie till had work to do.

Guynor's gaze followed him as he rose to hisfeet, and thistime there was an el ement of fear dong with
the hate.



Kusac made hisway to where Carrie was talking to Vanna. "Let's go and find this pod,” he said.
"Do we know what we're looking for?' Carrie asked.

"Ah... No."

"Wouldn't it be agood ideato find out first?" she sug-gested.

"Captain?' called Kusac. "What doesthe pod look like?"

"I'mafraid | have noidea. | suspect that it was probably cone shaped to reduce friction on entry. By now
it should have some exterior manipulatory protrusions—grabs and such—to take soil samples,” he
replied. "If it'sany help, just ook for alarge body of metd."

"Great," muttered Kusac, taking Carrie by the ebow and leading her through the trees.

"Why do we need to come here to work? If you could handle Guynor in the camp, why can't we locate

the pod?’

"We need the privacy to work," he said shortly.

"Kusac, what are you hiding from me?' she asked, com-ing to a halt.

"Nothing that | know, believe me," he replied, trying to draw her on.

"We aretoo close for that. What are you hiding that you don't know?" she asked, refusing to move.

Kusac sghed and ran his hands across his ears in exasper-ation. "L ook, | don't know anything,
remember that. | just recall that newly bonded Leskas work in privacy until they can control the... the
intimacy of their linking."

"Oh," said Carrieinasmdl voice, dlowing hersdf to beled forward. "Could this have happened to us
that first night in the woods?'

"Maybe," he replied, squeezing her arm reassuringly. "1 don't know. | don't remember. Do you?' he
asked, looking at her.

"No," she sad hedtantly, then chuckled.

Catching her thought, Kusac grinned. "I know, if it had, you'd like to have remembered it. Me, too," he
said, stop-ping to caress her cheek. "I think we're safe enough here. Let's get comfortable,” he said,
moving over to Sit with hisback againgt atree. "You st in front of me, likethat. Now lean back. That's
right." He put hisarms around her. "Now relax, make your mind still. When welink, | want you to let me
guide you in the search, so listen for my ingtructions. Were going to imagine were drifting above the
trees, then across the swamp, looking down on the land below till we find this pod.”

His voice was getting softer and softer, and Carriefdt hersdf begin to link with him. The whirlpool of
sensations drew them dowly together until she felt her own identity be-gin to dissolveinto Kusac's.

Now we rise above the trees, Leska, came Kusac's’her thought.

It was dightly unnerving to look down and see themsalves il Sitting at the base of the tree asthey
moved leisurely to-ward the svamp.

Let's go higher to start with, so we can see the extent of the swamp. Good. We don't know exactly



what it looks like, so try to tuneinto any electrical activity in case the pod is still transmitting.
| sense activity from the Valtegan coastal base, but no-where else in the vicinity, shereplied.
Then try for metal objects.

The base swamps my senses again.

WE'll have to quarter it, then. Tune your range down to a few feet in any direction.

For what seemed hours, they searched up and down the length of the swvamp until Carriefinaly sensed
something. They homed in on it and found amound of what looked like vegetation Stting near the center
of one of the multi-trunked trees.

That's it, thought Kusac, and it appears the Gods are with us. The ground feels solid. Can you
remember the location?

Now that | can visualize it exactly, there will be no prob-lem, shereplied.
Let'sreturn. Our job is done for the moment.

Swiftly they returned to where their bodies lay undis-turbed on the ground.

It seems we have found how to control our Link, thought Carrie.

Thistask was easier than | anticipated, responded Kusac. Time-consuming, but not difficult.
Remember, our bond is unique. We have no one else's experiences to learn from. We will continue
to work in privacy for now. Besides, he contin-ued, histone of thought humorous, at the moment it's
the only time we get alone, and we both enjoy it. Helet hisfed-ings cometo the surface, and for a
precious few momentsthey relaxed in aglow of mutua pleasure.

Widfully, they parted and returned once moreto their own identities, ftill sharing the moment but on a
lessenhanced levd.

Kusac's arms tightened round her, and his rough tongue found just the right spot behind her ear. He
sghed. "We must return to the camp, Leska."

When they got back, everyone was packed and ready to leave except for Vanna, who met them with
steaming mugs of c'shar and some emergency rations.

"I've worked with the Talented before, Kusac, so | knew that you would need the food and drink to
rebuild your en-ergy levels. Were ready to leave when you've finished.”

"Thanks, Vanna. | should have thought to ask you before we left,” said Kusac gratefully.

Garras came gtriding over to them. Mito followed him, carrying Kusac's waistcoat which he had left
behind when they went to Seaport.

"Did you find the pod?' asked Garras.

"Yes, Carie can lead usthere. It's northeast.” He took the jacket and belt that Mito held out, dipping it
on and getting Carrie to buckleit up. Mito got abrief flick of hisears by way of acknowledgment.

Vannadescended on him with ading for hisinjured arm and spirited away the mugs.



"Skai, how doesthat correspond to your route through the swamp?' asked Garras, turning to where the
Terran stood.

"We can gart out on it, but when we get level with the pod it'sdl new territory," he replied, putting his
heavy jacket on againgt the chill morning air.

"You lead, then, with Carrie and Kusac behind," said Garras, picking up his pack.

Skai looked round at hisfollowing of Sholans. They looked very agile, virtudly al solid muscle honed for
ac-tion. Likeapack of guerrillajungle cats waking upright. He sighed inwardly, feding very muchin the
minority.

"Can | give you apiece of advice?' he asked. "Y our feet are bare, watch where you stand and keep your
tails up un-lessyou want the fish or the crocsto think they'refood.”

Four tailsflicked inirritation. The owner of the fifth grinned and squeezed Carrie€sarm.

"Naturdly," muttered Mito, faling in behind Vanna as they followed Skai into the clearing and acrossto
the edge of the swamp.

"Step where | step,” Skai's voice floated back to them asthey jumped from tussock to tussock.
Every now and then they stopped while Skai checked the solidity of the next part of the route.

The piece of ground on which Carrie and Kusac were standing was quite large, supporting several small
bushes and plants. Over one of them hovered alarge butterfly, itswings glowing with pearly iridescence.

"Oh, what alovdy butterfly!" exclaimed Carrie, bending toward it.
"Stop her!" yelled Skai, dropping his stick. He swung round and legpt back to their idand.
Kusac hauled frantically at the girl, pulling her back from where the creature was hovering.

Skai landed beside them and swatted at it with the pack he was carrying. " There aren't any butterflieson
thisplanet. It'saflying leech, and poisonous.”

The"butterfly" backed off, hovering over the swampy ground at about chest height.

"Let me" said Garras, stepping forward and pulling out asmdl pistol. A faint beam of energy hit the
cregture, incin-erating it in aburst of flame.

"Handy toy," said Skai, eyeing the smoking remains thoughtfully. "Y ou don't happen to have any spares,
do you?

We could do with afew oursaves." He reached into his pack, fumbling about for amoment or two, then
drew out what appeared to be a broad metal bracelet with araised cir-cular device set in the center.

"It might be arranged,” replied the Captain, watching Skai curioudy as he returned the gun to his
weapons bdt. "What does the leech do?!

"Burrowsinto your skin. It hasto be cut out, not a pleas-ant experience for anyone. Stay clear of the
water and any-thing that moves on the dry areas, and we might just make it to this pod of yoursin one
piece.

"I've dtill got my sonic bug screen with me, but thereisn't much chargeleftinit, only afew hours. It's



good for up to aten-meter radius, so stay close.

"Let'sget moving. It isn't even safeto stay in one place for long.”

"Areyou dl right?" Kusac asked Carrie.

She shuddered. "I'mfine," shereplied, forcing hersdlf to jump over the gap of water to the next dry idet.
The next couple of hours passed uneventfully until Carrie called ahdt.

"We haveto go west from here," she said. "Would it be safe to stop for afew minutes?' she asked Skai.
"| think we could al do with arest and adrink.”

"Makeit quick," hereplied. "1 could do with one mysdlf, but our presence in one spot for any length of
time tendsto attract the carnivores, not to mention Vategan air patrols.”

They were strung out over three patches of ground, about as safe as they could be given the
circumstances.

Vannaand Mito were carrying homemade water packs, which they passed out down theline.
"Leave somefor later,” warned Vanna. "We can't be sure there is aworking water purifier in the pod.”

"I'll test the swamp ahead and tell you when to follow," said Skai, probing the ground in front of him with
hisgtick.

"I wondered what that wasfor,” murmured Carrie, taking along swig of water.

Theair in the swvamp was warm and humid. She had been feding hot and sticky since they'd left. On top
of that, she had the Mother and Father of dl headaches. Squinting her eyes againgt the sunlight, she
handed the water back.

"Let'sgo," said Skal.

Ahead of them grew severa of the multi-trunked trees that were specific to the wetter swampy areas of
Keiss. They grew fairly tall, with broad branching limbsthat dipped to-ward the water, sending down
myriads of rootlets from which sprang new trees. It created a network of spreading branches, almost a
pathway, above the treacherous waters of the swamp. Unfortunately, the treeswere fairly well spaced
out, making it impossible to rely on them aone for asafe passage to the area they wanted.

Skal took two or three moves before he signaled the oth-ersto follow. The strain of this section of the
journey was intense. Twice Mi to dipped into the water and had to be pulled out quickly.

Garras stopped on a piece of sandy ground for a breather. The Captain was the oldest of the Sholans,
and the trip was beginning to tell on him. He tried to move and found hisfeet stuck in the wet sand. He
pulled harder but found himself sinking even lower. Y owling in protest, he drew the others attention to
him.

Kusac leapt back to where Garras was sinking deeper and deeper into the quicksand. Grabbing him by
the arm, hetried to haul him free,

"Leave him for me!" shouted Skal, racing back to where the two maleswere struggling. "That isn't the
way to free him!" He shouldered Kusac out of the way and took hold of both of the Captain'sarms,
pulling him dowly toward the dry ground. Garras was now up to his kneesin the treacher-ous ground.



Skai transferred his grip to the Sholan's back and forced him to lie flat on his ssomach.

"Not you, you'reinjured,” he said to Kusac. "Guynor, over here." The two of them moved round to
where Garras legs had begun to emerge from the sand. "Pull," ordered Skai, hauling Sideways on one
limb. Guynor grabbed the other leg and began to haul, wincing alittle a the pain in hisforearm. Sowly
they pulled him forward until, with alast sucking sound, he was free. Garraslay shaking convulsively for
severd minutes while they al recovered from the shock of his sudden brush with death.

Skal looked around to make sure the others were safe and noticed the water beginning to swirl beside
them.

"Comeon, let'sget out of here. The vultures are gather-ing,” he said, getting to hisfeet. "Well stop when
we get to thetree. At least welll be safe there.”

"What isit?" asked Mito, fascinated by the turbulence. She picked up a stone and tossed it into the
middle

"l wouldn't," Skai called back.

Mito took a step back just as a small mud-colored reptile surged up out of the water at her. She
screeched, jJumping back farther so it landed at her feet.

A brief flareand it died. Guynor put his pistol away.
"Frogswith teeth,” said Skai. "Cute, aren't they?"

He moved back to hislead position while the others fol-lowed as quickly asthe terrain and their tired
bodieswould adlow. Before long, the last one had been hauled up to safety on one of the lower branches
of thetree.

"Well have amea stop now,"” said Vanna, checking Kusac's reopened wound despite his protests. She
took a pressure hypoderm and an ampoule out of her bag and pro-ceeded to administer another
andgesc.

"Kusac won't be ableto travel again until thistakes ef-fect.” Shelooked up as she put her instruments
away. "Besides, weredl donein.”

"It's not as bad as she makes out," Kusac muttered to Carrie, but she noticed he cradled hisright armin
his lap. Gratefully, they accepted the food and water as it was passed down to them.

"Atleagtitisn't dried meat," said Carrie, leaning back againgt the main trunk. "1've had more than enough
to last alifetime.” She closed her eyes and tried to concentrate on reducing the pounding in her head to a
bearablelevd.

"Well, your wounds are beginning to hed nicdy,” Vannasaid tartly, giving Guynor's ear acursory glance.
"L uckily, the wound on your arm is minor. Kusac had the decency to only bite, not tear like you did.
Youll live" With that, she clambered back to her place beside Carrie.

Garras pulled ablanket from his pack and began trying to clean some of the mud off hisfur, an dmost
impossi ble task without water. He was leaning forward to dip the end of the blanket in the water below
when the peace of exhaustion was broken by an agonized yowl from Guynor.

Food went flying as he dmost overba anced and fell off the branch. He scrabbled frantically for ahold,
finally man-aging to sink al four sets of clawsinto the bark and pull himsalf back up.



Frozen with shock, the others watched as histail whipped up to thump against the branch with awet
thwack.

"Inthe Gods names, get it off!" he yowled, hisvoice high and penetrating. "Get it of f!"

Mito lunged for the afflicted tail, but the pain was so in-tense that Guynor was unable to keep it till and it
whipped about asif it wasindependently dive.

Snatching up Skai's stick, Carrie leaned forward. "Grab histail a the base," she ordered Mito. As soon
as the Sholan had it pinned down, Carrie pounced on the middle section and gave the fish severd hard
thumpswith the tick.

Guynor'sface was dill contorted with pain, but histail was only twitching faintly now. Mito grabbed it by
the end and examined the dead creature cautioudy as Vannaclam-bered over to them.

Handling histall as gently as possible, Vannaturned it thisway and that before speaking.
"I'll haveto cut the fish off, Guynor. Even dead, those jaws are locked solid,” she said.
"Doit," he hissed between gritted teeth, keeping his face turned away from Skal.
Vannapulled her hunting knife and hesitated. "Do you want an analgesic first?' she asked.
"Jugt doit," hemoaned, trying to control theinvoluntary flicking of hisinjured tail.

Vannainserted her knife asfar as possible into the fish's mouth and sawed away at the heavy jawbone. It
was adip-pery and unpleasant job and severd times the knife dipped, narrowly missing both her and
Guynor. At last she was ableto pry apart the jaws. She handed the fish to Carrie, who looked at the
massive array of teeth with ashudder before giving it to Kusac.

Now that Guynor'stail wasfree, Vanna could see that there was no permanent damage. She got out her
antiseptic and analgesic spray and coated the whole wound with the sealant.

"That should stop hurting in afew minutes" she said, checking hisfacefor the telltale sgns of shock.
"Youll do, just take care."

She returned to her place on the branch to finish her medl, noticing with afaint grin thet al the Sholans,
hersdlf in-cluded, had curled their tails up beside them. No one was going to be caught like that again.
One of their oldest in-gtincts, forgotten in exhaustion. They would al haveto be far more careful. Still, it
was aniceirony that it had been Guynor who had been caught.

For the rest of their stop Guynor sat with his back to ev-eryone, histail resting safely in hislap, and
sulked.

All too soon it wastimeto gather their packs again and inch their way aong the branch behind Skai.
They were able to cover acouple of hundred metersin this fashion before they ran out of branches
sturdy enough to support their weight.

While the others waited by the central bole of the last tree, Skai sat astride the lowest limb and wriggled
dowly adong itslength. Every so often he stopped to probe the swamp be-low for solid ground.

"It'ssolid here," he shouted at last, Sitting up. "Garras, you join me. Don't worry, the branch is strong
enough,” he said, noticing the anxiousflick of the Captain'stail. Y ou haven't got aropein one of those

bags, have you?'



"No rope,” Garras said.

"Bring acouple of blankets, then. Well tie them together and you can help lower meto the ground.”
Garras undung his pack and pulled the blanket free once more.

"Here" said Mito, handing him hers.

Garrasflicked his earsin acknowledgment and began to twist both blankets securely around his body.
Cautioudy he edged forward to Skai. Once he had reached him and handed the items over, Garras
moved back dightly to allow Ska room to tie them together into amakeshift rope.

"You hold thisend," ingtructed Skai, tying the other around hiswaist. "1 suggest you liedownto get a
better grip on the branch, because you'll have to support my weight as| climb down. I'd hateto end up in
the swvamp,” he said, withasmile.

Garras earsflattened at the thought, and he stretched out beside Skai, digging hisrear clawsfirmly into
the underside of the branch.

Ska handed him the excess length. "Just play it out dowly," he said, dropping his stick down before he
began to lower hislegs over the edge. "I'm letting go now."

Garras braced himself and managed to absorb the shock of the extraweight of the Terran. Muscles
aready aching, he dowly fed out the blanket until it suddenly went dack.

"I'mdown,” Skal cdled. "I'm going to check out the next couple of dry patches before anyone else
comes. Just wait there."

"It'slike stepping stones,” said Carrie quietly to Kusac. "Did you ever play that game when you were
young?"

"What are stepping stones?' he asked, leaning back against the trunk.

His shoulder was giving him more trouble than he would admit, but he wasn't about to let Vannaknow.
Sheld have to increase the drug to alevel where hed be aliability to them al, and he didn't have the

necessary peace and quiet to try to deal with it his own way—the way he had learned at such ahigh cost
when he had first landed on this planet. At least he was blocking it from Carrie.

" Stepping stones are stones you stand on to keep your feet out of shalow water when thereisn't a
bridge. It's also a children's game back on Earth.”

"No, we don't have such agame. With bare feet, it doesn't matter so much if they get wet."
Garras cal caught their attention. "Carrie, you next, then Kusac. One a atime, please.”
"Herewe go," muttered Carrie, taking Kusac's hand for support as she tried to get astride the branch.

When Carrie reached Garras, he handed her the blanket rope and ingtructed her to tieit round her waist.
Gamely but clumdly, she lowered her handsto the branch, holding on tightly as she did first oneleg and
then the other off. Her grip dipped and with ashriek of surprise, shefound hersalf hanging suspended in
midair.

Garras arms were nearly wrenched from their sockets, and Kusac hurtled dong the branch to join him,
nearly fdl-ing off himsdlf in hisurgency.



Theweight lessened, and Garras was able to move his chest and breathe again.

"I'vegot her," yelled Skai. "L et down the rope before she swings over the swvamp!™

Garras fed the rope out hand over hand asfast as he dared until he felt Skai take al her weight.
"She'sdown," he said, keeping her in hisarms. "Y ou're safe now," he said. "'l wouldn't let you fdl."
"Thenlet mego,” shesad.

Reluctantly, he released her. "I'd like to talk to you later," he said.

"Weve nothing to talk about,” she replied shortly, mov-ing one cautious step backward.

"Carrie," shouted Kusac, "are you hurt?'

"No," shesaid, looking up at him, "I'mfine. | just dipped and got afright, that'sal.” She could sense his
fear reced-ing. She staggered dightly, putting her hand to her head. The heat and humidity were redly
making her fed ill. She'd be glad when they reached the pod and she could rest properly.

"I'll take her to the next dry spot. Thishit isonly large enough for two. Comeon,” Skal said, businesdike
agan.

Shefollowed carefully in hisfootstepsto the next dry patch, which luckily was agood bit larger.

"Stay inthe middle," warned Skai, "and you'll be quite safe." He moved off toward the tree. "Remember,
| want to talk later,” he said, turning back to her for an instant.

"Damnl" Carrie swore under her breath. She glowered at hisretreating figure but couldn't shout areply
without look-ing foolish. Asif her lifewasn't complicated enough with-out having him to contend with. He
seemed to have gotten the idea that he and Kusac were in competition over her. She'd have to dedl with
him once and for dl, before Kusac did.

"You're next, Kusac," said Skai.
"Garras, you go now. I'll wait and get Guynor to lower me down."

Garras pushed himsdf up on hiselbow. He stared hard at Kusac, wrinkling his nose in thought. "I didn't
have you fig-ured as stupid, lad, but | may haveto revise that opinion.”

Kusac's earsflattened in disiress, and he tried to control the involuntary flicking of histail.

"You know aswel as | do that Guynor isunlikely to lower you anywhere but into the swamp, and | don't
intend to lose another good crewman, especidly to his psychoses. Now tie that blanket round yourself
and let's get you down. I'll get Guynor to lower me next. Hisinjurieswon't prevent him from taking his
share of the heavy work. Y ou tend to the business of hel ping your Leskalocate the pod.”

Kusac's mind was spinning as he fastened the rope. He knew that Garras had said he would speak for
him when they returned to the Khal ossa, but he hadn't redlized that the Captain had accepted his
persona involvement with Carrie. Now he thought about it, it was completely in character with Garras
past experience as an escort to Trading missonswith other Alien races. He obvioudy didn't share
Guynor's species prejudice. He shook his head to clear his thoughts, and gingerly favoring hisinjured
shoulder, svung himsdf off the branch.

Once the Captain was down, Skai |eft him to supervise the descent of the other Sholans and returned to



where heéd |eft Carrie.

She was deep in conversation with Kusac and broke off as he approached.

"We need to head north, Skai, toward that clump of green-ery there," she said, pointing into the distance.
"How much farther isit?" he asked, shading his eyes as he checked the position of the sun.

"Two or three kilometers, maybe four,” answered Kusac.

"You'd better hope it's nearer two," muttered Skai, "or we might not make it before dark. We have to be
under some sort of cover by then or wewon't survive the night.”

"WEeIl makeit," Carrie reassured him. "It's difficult to judge distances from ground level when I've only
seen it from above.”

Skal gave her adisbdieving glance before he turned to start probing the svamp again.

The sky was shot with red and purple streaks by the time they reached the next tree complex. It was
larger than the last one, comprising several main trees plus dozens of off-shoot trunks. Skai had to utilize
their blanket rope again so they could climb up to the lowest branch capable of sustain-ing their weight.

"It'sjust over there," said Carrie, too weary to have any enthusiasm at reaching the end of their journey.
Shewas cold and al she wanted to do was deep. Sheindicated alarge overgrown area between the
central trunks. "The ground thereis solid.”

Skal snorted doubtfully and clambered from branch to branch until he reached the clearing. He probed
the ground with his stick, then lowered himsdf until he could jump down.

While he checked the area, Carrie dumped down where she sat, head between her arms.

Vannaleaned forward. "Well soon have the pod open and be ableto rest and eat,” she said quietly.
"Y ou've donewdl to guide us here. | know what astrain it has been for both of you."

Kusac laid hishand on her arm. "Our part is done. From now on, the rest of the crew take over.”

"She'sright,” Skai's voice floated over to them. "Weve alarge area of solid ground here with what 1ooks
like your pod on the edge of it. Y ou're damned lucky it didn't fal in the open swamp. Better get down
here now before dusk fdlls. | just hope your craft islarge enough for seven, be-cause if not, weve redly
got problemswhen the night life garts moving.”

Wearily, they got to their feet and dragged themsdlves the last few meters. Once down, the Captain and
Guynor joined Skai by thelarge mound of vegetation.

"Don't touch it with your hands," warned Skai, reaching out to stop Garras. "We don't know what's
madeitshomein there”

Using the machete, he began to hack away at the base of the growth. Clouds of tiny insects swarmed
upward accom-panied by severd large iridescent green beetles. The beetles hovered for amoment, then
headed straight for Skai.

Before Skai had timeto react, severd flareswent off S-multaneoudly.

"Shit! Looks like the bug deflector has died. Thanks, fellas." He poked his stick through the greenery and
pulled it asde. Underneath was the dull gleam of metd.



"That'sit,” said Garras exultantly.
Something paeflitted past them through the lengthening gloom.

Skai glanced up again. "Keep your gunsout, al of you. | want two people on guard to shoot anything
that moves," he ordered crisply. "WEIl have to get the hatch uncovered now, the rest can wait till
morming.”

"We could use the gunsto sear the growth at the base,” said Guynor. "There shouldn't be anything vital
down there."

"It'sarisk well haveto take," replied Skai as he stood back to allow the two males room to work.

Asthey burned their way around the pod, Skai followed them, pulling the matted fronds down with his
gtick until he found the entrance.

"Stop," heydled over the sound of szzling greenery. "Found it!"

Garras rushed round to where he stood and began to ex-amine the pane at the side of the hatch. A
series of inden-tations and symbols suggested a coded numeric or aphabet system.

Skai shifted hisweight impatiently. "Well, openit,” hesaid.
Garras used aclaw tip to poke a sequence of buttons and waited expectantly. Nothing happened.

"Theresalot of splashing from the water over here," Mito hissed from the edges of their little idet. "'l
think we ought to hurry. It's heading thisway."

Garrastried again, aworried frown on hisface. When nothing happened again, he began rapidly
punching out ashort series of keys.

"The door lock's malfunctioning and | can't get the man-ua override on!™

"By dl the Gods, what isthat?' demanded Guynor, watching in terrified fascination as aleathery green
head emerged from the turbulence. The barrdl chest and splayed legswere visble asit crawled out of the
water, its body twisting first to one side then the other to match itsleg movements.

Skal glanced round, peering across the gloom to where Mito stood. "A swamp dragon! Try and keep the
bloody thing at bay, herd it away from us. Their bite's poisonous, and they move fast.”

The reptile gaped its mouth and roared, showing rows of banked sharp incisors. Itslong, thick tail
flicked, ripping out asmdl bush that wasin the way.

Garaswas gill frantically punching buttons when there was a sudden deep metalic thunk and the panel
on the out-side was illuminated. Reaching around his neck, he pulled out a necklace bearing anarrow
metdl strip and hauled it over hishead.

There was another deep roaring noise followed by a high-pitched squed, then the sounds of pursuit
through vegeta-tion.

Fumbling, Garras threaded the Strip into the dot at the bottom of the pand. Therewas aloud clunk, then
the door-way did open with afaint hiss of compressed air.

With afaint moan, Carrie did bonelesdy to the ground. As Skai and Kusac rushed to catch her, Garras
jumped into the black opening. Within moments they were blinded by the glare of theinterior lights.



Guynor and Mito came crashing into the clearing.
"We couldn't containiit,” said Guynor, gasping for breeth. "It's headed thisway."

"In" urged Ska, virtualy pushing Guynor through the opening. "We can't stay out any longer." He
grabbed Mito and gave her ashovein theright direction.

He bent down to where Vanna and Kusac were leaning over Carrie.

"Yougetin. I'll carry her. Y ou can't manage her with your shoulder," he said as Kusac tried to take his
arm out of itsding. "Get in, damn you! We haven't timeto argue,” heinssted while Kusac il hesitated.

The roaring was getting nearer.

He hoisted Carrie into his arms as the other two tumbled in, then passed her to the waiting Garras.
Severd arms grabbed him and hauled him inside.

Asthe door hissed shut behind him, the siwamp dragon hurled itsdf againgt the side, making the pod
reverberate hollowly. Teeth grated on metal, and even from inside they could hear the angry roars.

"Y ou'd better pray to your Godsthat this pod iswhole, otherwise it could be our coffin,” said Skal,
untangling him-sdlf from the Sholans

Helooked round for Carrie. She had been handed shoul-der high to the back of the craft and was now
lying on a pull-down bunk with VVannabending over her.

"God, but that wastoo close," Skal said, wiping his sweeting face on his deeve. "What's wrong with
Carrie?' he asked.

"That'swhat | want to find out,” replied Kusac, trying to edge hisway over to her. "'l know she's utterly
exhaugted.”

" want amedical opinion,” frowned Skai, dso moving forward.

Vannalooked up. "Kusac gave you the medical opinion,” she replied sharply. ™Y ou forget that what she
experiences, he experiences. She needsto beleft to deep now. Go and do something useful with the
others," she ordered, then watched to see he went.

"Kusac, you St with her while | ook at your shoulder again. Most of Carrie's exhaustion is due to your
suffering,” she continued reprovingly.

"Guynor, you and Skai locate the gdlley area and find us something to eat and drink,” ordered Garras,
squetting on the floor. "Mito, you check out the pod's life support, engi-neering, and communications.
Seewhat's ftill operationa— and open an externd air sphincter if thefiltersare il functioning. No point
in depleting theinternd air supply when we don't need it,” he said, lowering hishead to rest it tiredly on
hisforearms.

"Aye, dr," replied Mito, moving over to aglowing bank of lights on one of thewalls.

Displeased, Skai followed Guynor. He was ableto get abetter view of theinterior of the craft now—his
first look at Sholan culture. It surprised him. Although cramped, it was roomier than he had thought from
outsde. Therewas acen-trd pillar with what appeared to be various computer or con-trol modules set
into it. Surrounding the column was anarrow circular bench seat. Round the outside walls were savera
more of the pull-down bunks, plus more of the dis-play panels, their dids and lightswinking urgently now



that Mito was punching in commands at aterminal near the hatch.

Guynor abruptly reclaimed Skai's attention by shaking him. "We aren't Ssghtseeing! Check these hatches
over there. Seeif you can find anything that looks like food," he said brusquely, pointing to the section of
hull behind him. "I'll check the centrd column.”

"Sure" murmured Skai, squeezing past the Captain.

Meanwhile, Vannawas concerned about Kusac. Hisinner eyelids were nearly closed now that the
danger was past and he was able to rest. She touched hisarm gently.

"Just how much pain are you in? Truly, now. Y ou'll do nobody any good in your present Sate," she
admonished. "I need to know so | can assess Carrie's condition.”

Hesghed. "Quitealot,” he admitted, shifting hisarm dightly in hislgp to give it more support. "1 have
been doing my best to block it from Carrie, but some must have got through. | couldn't say anything..."

"I know," interrupted VVanna soothingly, "but were safe now for at least aday or two. Let me see your
shoulder." She moved round behind him and began loosening the blood-soaked bandage.

The wound had reopened. Though it was clean, there was some swdling.
"Have you come across the medica suppliesyet?' she cdled out to Guynor.
"Yes," hesaid, passng themto her.

She opened the case, quickly going through the contents.

"Wonderful!" shesaid. "At last I've got areasonable se-lection of drugs and instruments. Well have you
both right in no time," she said with satisfaction.

She wiped Kusac's arm with an antiseptic pad before plac-ing afreshly loaded hypoderm againgt it. "This
might sting alittle," she warned as she depressed the trigger.

Kusac winced.

"Just one more, then I'll dressthe wound,” Vanna said, taking out another ampoule. ™Y ou should have a
fever be-cause of aminor infection in the wound. Y ou havent, but Carrie has.”

After injecting hisarm, she sprayed more of the antibiotic sealant over the wound and rebandaged it
Securely.

"l didn't get achanceto tell you, but Carrie pulls the pain from those she cares about without knowing
she'sdoing it,” mumbled Kusac.

"Tell me about it tomorrow. Y ou should fed alot better by then,” she said.

Kusac roseto hisfeet, then staggered, nearly faling over.

"Careful now," warned Vanna, catching hold of him.

"What have you given me?' he groaned, trying to focus on the medic.

"A hefty dose of antibiotic and analgesic, plusamild sed-ative. | want you to deep properly tonight.”

She gestured to Skai to pull down the bunk beside Car-rie's and hel ped Kusac weave hisway over toit.



As he sat down heavily, she swung hislegsup for him.

"Now deep,” she ordered, pulling the blanket over him.

Kusac grabbed her arm urgently as she was about to move away.

"Watch Carriefor me," he whispered.

Vannafrowned, glancing over a Skai. "Don't worry," she whispered. "I'll kegp an eye on you both."

"Prdiminary checksfinished, Captain,” Mito said, turning away from the console. "Do you wish a satus
report?'

Garras looked up. "Carry on."
"Theinterior of the pod and the life-support systems are stable, therefore the inner hull has not been

breached. 1've opened the sphincter valve and we are now on an external air supply. Air filters are sound,
S0 no indigenous life can enter.”

"What about the state of the transmitter?"

"The automatic transmitter linked to the scientific pro-gramsis not functioning. Without the benefit of an
externa examination, | presume that the outermost hull, containing the experimenta packages, has
suffered damage sufficient to shut down the experiments. Asfor the tranamitter, | have no information at
present. We cannot gauge the extent of any damage until morning, but we seem to bein noimmediate
danger of being overrun by anything from outside.”

Garras rose iffly to hisfest, supporting himsdlf againgt the hull. "Well, we knew that the pod had ceased
transmit-ting, now we know why. | assume that the Vategans have destroyed our satellite, which leaves
uswith only the manua emergency transmitter. Have you located that yet, Mito?"

"No, gr, but | have located an inventory and procedure check for anyone having to use the pod. It
should belisted there," she said, returning to the screen.

"Have you found the gdley area?" continued Garras, peering round the column to where Vannawas
dressing Guynor'stail while he continued to check the panels.

"I've located the food heating unit,” Guynor replied, "but no food."

"Isthiswhat we're after?" asked Skai, holding up severa packages. "I've adso found what looks like the
water puri-fier, and it'sfull.”

"Inthat case, | suggest we dl eat and deep before doing anything more,” said Garras, rubbing ahand
across his scalp and scratching hisears. "It's been along day. Isthere an eectronic darm system, Mito,
or do we haveto post awatch?'

"Thedamisdready st and functioning, Captain.”

"Stand down from duty,” said Garrastiredly, moving over to one of the bunks, but VVannawas there
before him and had it pulled down and waiting.

"Will you be able to deep tonight, or do you want a sed-ative?' she asked, concern showing in the angle
of her earsand theflicking of her tail.

Garras shook hishead. "I'm so tired that | don't know if | can stay awaketo eat,” he confided. "It will be



tomorrow when I'll really need those pills and potions of yours, espe-cidly onefor that most tenacious of
all diseases, age." He groaned as he swung hislegs up and lay down.

Vannalaughed. "I haven't got anything for that, I'm afraid, but | should be able to do something for the
minor achesand pains.”

"What about Kusac and the girl? How are they?'

"He'sgot aminor infection in his shoulder and dl the signsthat he should have afever,” said Vanna, "but
it's Carriewho hasit, not him." She hesitated. "I've treated them both for the fever symptoms, but thislink
of theirsworries me. It's so unlike anything we know. I've never heard of a crossover of physical
problemsto this degree. Their link seems so much moreintense.” She shrugged. " Perhaps I'm wrong,
after all, between us we know next to nothing about Leska Links, and Kusac seemsto be plucking what
he knowsfromthinair. Itsamog asif theLink istdl-ing him.”

Garrastook hold of her hand. "Y ou've redlly taken to these two, haven't you?"

"Yes," shesaid. "Before we crashed here therewasa..." she searched for the appropriate word, ...
vulnerability about Kusac. He didn't seem to have much experience of life. Now, well, you can seefor
yoursdlf. It'sasif hesanew, stronger person now he has the responsbility of Carrie”

"AsaTdepath he should have been incgpable of fighting Guynor," said Garras, "'but sSince he returned,
thereislittle that istypica about him. The things he's doing now with Carrie make me surethat he'sa
much higher Grade than hisofficia military listing says. | wouldn't be surprised to dis-cover heswell
placed in one of the Telepath Clans. That young man is used to giving orders aswell as obeying them.

"What about Carrie? What do you make of our young Terran?"

"Shelsgood for him. | like her. Asa species, | think we're not too dissmilar in outlook. Asa Telepath, in
my humble opinion as a non-Guild member, | would say she's as pow-erful if not more so than Kusec,
and | agree with you about hisrating. He's certainly not a Fifth Grade, judging by what he's been doing
lady.”

Garras eyeswere closing with tiredness. ™Y ou should have spoken to Kusac sooner, Vanna. You are
aways under-estimating your own worth." He gave her fingers a gentle squeeze before releasing them.

"I have afeding al hdll will break loose over these two once the Khalossa arrives. They'll need dl the
friendsthey can get. How would you like meto ingst you are seconded from me to the Ship's Medical
section asthe only Medic with aworking knowledge of Terran physiology? | know you want to work in
xenobiology. This could be your only chance.”

Vannawas stunned, unable to think of anything to say. What Garras was suggesting was not only a
chancefor the career sheld always wanted but an advancement in rank aswell.

"| takeit that meansyes," said Garras, yawning. "Now go and get some food and rest, that's an order."
Chapter 8

It was dark in the pod when Carrie woke. Shefdlt for Kusac, sensing him nearby, but he was till deeply
adeep. Therewas abrief moment of panic until she remembered that she had passed out as the pod
hatch opened.

Her head till throbbed as shetried to move it to look around her. She ached al over. She began to
shiver, finding it difficult to breath. Pain flared agonizingly in her shoulder, making her whimper.



Almost ingtantly, Vannawas at her side, rubbing the deep from her own eyes as she switched on the
personal light above the bunk.

Shetook onelook at Carrie, then glanced over to where Kusac dept on the next bunk. He was
beginning to move restlesdy. She turned back to the Terran girl, briefly touch-ing her damp forehead and
then fedling for her pulse. It was weak and rapid as was her breathing. Her color was odd, too. Instead
of her usud pinkish brown, shewasadmost gray.

"I'm cold, Vanna, and it hurts," whimpered Carrie, look-ing up at her with eyes made huge by fear.

/ don't know enough about her, Vannathought, beginning to panic. Then common sensetook over.
Wait a minute, there's nothing wrong with Carrie, it's Kusac! What did he say about her? She
takes the pain from those she cares for? And she was suffering his fever earlier? Then right now
she'sin shock because of his shoulder wound!

"It'sdl right, little cub,” she said, touching her fingertipsto the girl's cold cheek, "I'm here, I'll seetoit.”
She pulled Carrie's blanket back and began to loosen her clothing. Sev-era of the fastenings were
unfamiliar, but she managed.

Then she added her own blanket to the one Carrie aready had and wrapped them both loosdly around
her. As shefolded the girl's jacket to place under her legs, she reviewed the drugs she would use for a
Sholan. There was nothing she dared use on the Terran for fear it would cause more harm than good.
With any luck shewouldn't haveto if she could treat Kusac independently.

She checked her again, taking her pulse and feding her skin temperature. At least the shivering was
diminishing.

"I'll be back inaminute" she said. "Don't worry, you'll befine."

Moving carefully around the deegping bodies, she went over to Mito's bunk and began to shakethe
Sholan awake.

"Vanna? What's up?' Mito asked, blinking as she sat up.

"I need your help,” said Vanna. "Carrie's gone into shock because of Kusac'swound, and | daren't treat
her. | need you to help me monitor them.”

"I don't understand. Why should she go into shock?" whispered Mito as she got up.

"She'susing their Link to take his symptoms away from him. It's gpparently not something she can
control. | want you to watch Kusac for the moment and let me know if his condition changes," she sad,
leading the way back over to wherethe Leskas lay.

Vanna squatted down beside Carrie, reaching under the blankets to take her hand. Shefelt alittle
warmer, but her pulse was il erratic.

"Carrie," shesaid, "l need your help. Kusac's the one who'sill, not you. | can't help him because you're
stopping his symptoms. Y ou aren't helping him, cub, you're making it worse for him—and yoursdlf.
Theresno need for you to suffer likethis."

Carrieturned to look at her. "I don't understand you. How am | making him worse?”

"You areusing your Link to take hispain, Carrie. Y ou mustn't do thet, it slops me from treating him."



"I'm not!" she said fretfully, trying to pull her hand away.

"Yes, you are" Vannaindsted gently, preventing her from bresking their contact. "Thereis nothing wrong
with you, Carrie. The pain you fed isKusac's, not yours. Y ou haveto bresk the Link, cub, or | can't
trest him."

"But I'm not doing anything.”

"Carrie, you are. Trust me. Y ou haveto block your Link to Kusac so that | can treat him. | don't have
any psychic suppressants, so | can't help you. Y ou'll haveto do it on your own. Block that Link, Carrie,"
she urged, giving the human's hand a squeeze.

"My head hurts 0," she moaned.

"I know, cub," said Vanna soothingly. "Just block the Link and it will stop, | promise.”
Pain flared through her shoulder again. "I'll try," she whispered, shutting her eyes.
"Vanna, wha's..." began Garras, pushing himsdlf up on one elbow.

"Hush!"

"Kusac's beginning to pant,” said Mito, "and his breeth-ing is getting shalower."

"Good girl!" said Vanna, her free hand caressng Carrie's cheek. The color was rapidly returning to the
girl'sface now and her breathing was becoming degper and more regular. "In aminute, Mito will St with
you whilel seeto Kusac."

Carrie nodded, eyes still closed, asVannalet go of her hand.

"Mito, get mean IV pack and catheter,” she ordered, picking up her Medic's kit as she moved over to
Kusac's bed.

Quickly, she checked him over, finding him now exhib-iting al the classic Sgns of shock.
"Kusac's goneinto shock," she said, glancing briefly up at the Captain.

She swabbed Kusac's right forearm down, inserting the catheter when Mito handed it to her. Securing it
round hisarm, she then unsedled the 1V drip nozzle and connected them. Above the pull-down bed there
were several hooks st into the hull and one of them was placed at an appropriate level. She hooked the
pack onto that.

Carriewas peering past Mito, watching as Vannaloaded the hypo gun and gave him two shots.

There was no pain now, even her headache had cleared. Did blocking the Link make all that difference?
If Kusac was right, then it meant she had wasted some twenty years of her life suffering the full quota of
Elisg's pain for no rea-son. He couldn't beright; it didn't bear thinking about if he was.

Shefdt dong the Link, trying to work out what she had just done and why it had been necessary, but she
could find nothing to explain it. She lowered the block dightly, feding again the pain Kusac was
experiencing. Immediately, she pulled back. She couldn't cope with any more pain, especi-aly not
through another link.

Vannawas perched on the end of Kusac's bed, holding hiswrist. Sensing Carrie's gaze on her, she
looked up and smiled encouragingly.



"Hell befine" she said. "He's beginning to respond to the trestment.”
"Can | hdp?Hesin so much pain, Vanna, | don't know how he can stand it.”

"Not for much longer. I've given him the strongest and-gesic | have. Helll deep, whichisexactly what |
want him to do. Y ou can help by keeping that block up and by resting. | need to be sure I'm picking up
al hissymptoms. Garraswill give me abresk in an hour or two. Y ou try and get some deep.”

Carrie began to sit up, but Mito pushed her back.
"You heard Vanna," she said, not unkindly. "Stay in bed and rest.”

"I need to be with him," she said. Though the Link was blocked so she couldn't fed his pain, she was il
aware of him mentally and of hisanxiety and his need to fed her touch.

"Rest, cub,” said Vanna, letting go of Kusac'swrist to run some other checkson him.

For the next hour Kusac was semi-delirious with the fever. He called congtantly for Carrie and eventualy
Vannahad to givein and let the girl bring her bedding over to the floor beside his bunk.

Carrie sat near his head, holding onto his hand. Keeping the Link blocked wastaking alot of
concentration and en-ergy. She hoped she could keep it up.

He quieted then, drifting off into anatura deep, but every time shetried to let go of him he began to toss
fretfully.

Mito turned in, taking back one of Carrie's blankets. Then Garrasrelieved Vanna, letting her deeptill
dawn.

Carrie ngpped as best she could, leaning againgt a piece of equipment that Garras had brought over and
padded with his blanket.

She had the timeto think her own thoughts now, time gpart from Kusac. Why did Links have to bring her
pain? She had just been freed from one such bond, and now this.

She put her head back against the support and closed her eyes. Granted that without K usac she would
probably have died when Elise had, but was afuture similar to her past one to be wished for?

... abond of shared joys as well as pain, echoed in her mind. Kusac. He wasthe difference, literdly a
world of dif-ference. A faint smile crossed her lips as she remembered some of the shared pleasures of
thelast few days. Hishand stirred in hers, briefly tightening its grasp and then relaxing, asdid she.

The noise of the last changeover roused her. Kusac was till degping. She knew the fever had broken
and his pain was under control. Shetried again to ease her hand from his and thistime he didn't stir. Her
stomach growled faintly, but she wastoo tired to want to move and the hunger pangs were not very
insstent.

As she curled up where she was, afaint glow from the central column'stwo VDU screens drew her
attention. She raised herself dightly on one elbow to get a better view.

One was obvioudy acomputer control screen. The other seemed to be aview of the swamp outside the
pod. Day was breaking and the sky wastinged with light. She settled down and began to drift into deep.

Thistime, she woke with ajolt. Sunlight was streaming in through the open hatch and strange bumps and
bangs rever-berated throughout the pod.



"Here, drink this," said Vanna, thrusting asteaming mug into her field of vision. "Kusac'sfine, he's il
degping soundly.”

"I know," Carrie mumbled, taking the mug from her. "What's this?"

"A protein drink," Vannasaid soothingly. "It boosts up the energy levelsfast. Did you manageto get
enough deep?'

Carrie sat up and blinked, clearing the last of the deep from her senses.

"Some," she said, taking a cautious sip of the drink, then alarge mouthful. "Not bad,” she said. "What's
been happen-ing?'

"Mito and Guynor have located the manud transmitter and are checking to seeif the satdliteis ill in
orbit. Garras and Skai, as you can hear, are checking the outer hull for damage.”

"Don't et them clear the vines off the pod or well betoo visblefrom the air,” she warned.
"Don't worry, they know what they're doing,” Vannaas-sured her.
"How long will Kusac be on the drip?”

"That's finished now," said the Medic, squatting down be-side her. "He'sjust utterly exhausted, and the
anadgesicswill keep him tired. Hell probably deep for another few hoursyet.”

Carriefinished the drink before getting up. "What are we supposed to do today ?*
"Fetch and carry for the others because we can't help them.”

Carrie looked round at Kusac. Because of their Link, she was able to read his expressions and body

language. Just now helay partidly curled with hisback to the hull. His shoulder was beginning to hurt

again. She reached down to gently touch hisface.

"Hesinpain again,” she sad.

"I'll seeto it when heweakes," said Vanna

"Captain,”" cdled Mito from outsde where she and Guynor were working on the portable tranamitter.

"Itsno use. If the satdlliteis ill in orbit, it isn't receiving us. With-out a hyperspace relay, we have no

chance of reaching the Khalossa." Mito'searswere laid flat againgt her skull and her tail wasflicking
jerkily, showing her deep distress.

Garras stuck his head insde the hatch, looking for Carrie. "Have your people any deep-space
transmittersin orbit?' he asked.

"No," she said, walking over to the opening. "We never developed. .. what did you cal it? Hyperspace
rlay?'

"Carrie" Skal cdled inggtently, guessing that something was serioudy wrong. "What are you talking
about? What's happened?' He moved quickly to the hatch and leaned forward, grasping her by the arm.
"Stop talking in that out-landish language and speak sense, for God's sake!™

"Ther satellite's not functioning,” shereplied distract-edly.

"In English, Carrie" he said, shaking her. "Asthe only military representative here, | outrank you and



expect to be kept informed.”

A sudden sharp pain made him yelp and look down as Carrie repeated hersdlf in English. He saw a
dark-furred

Sholan hand on hiswrist and attempted to shake it off. Five sharp clawsheld himin arigid grip. Droplets
of blood were beginning to well from under the claw tips.

"Dont," said Kusac, histeeth bared in cold anger. " Sheis not yoursto touch.”
Skai flinched. "Sheisn't yourseither,” he retorted.

"Both of you stop it," said Carrie, batting Kusac's hand away from Skai. "I don't belong to either of you!
I'm not a piece of property to be argued over likethis."

"Of course you havefree choice,” murmured Kusac. "I did not mean to imply you hadn't.”

"Just S0 you both remember it," she said, somewhat mol-lified. "And, Kusac, just what are you doing
up?' she asked, turning round to him.

"I woke and needed to stretch,” he said urbandly.
Carriemade asmall noise of dishelief.
Vannacame up behind them.

"Kusac, before you move around too much, | want to change that dressing,” she said, handing him a
protein drink.

He hesitated.

I'mfine, sent Carrie. You worry too much.

| care, hereplied, touching her face lightly with hisfin-gertips before following Vanna

Carrieturned back to Skai. "Have the Vategans any com-munication satellitesin orbit?' she asked Skai.

"No," hereplied, thrusting his anger aside for later as he rubbed the back of hiswrist. "Their degp-space
transmitter isin the base at the other side of the swamp, which iswhy we stake it out. We're hoping for a
chanceto get in and useit. Y ou wouldn't believe how tight their security is”

"Could we gain entry to their transmitter from here through their loca communications?' asked Garras.
"If we knew their access codes,” replied Guynor.

"We have a panoramic receiver, so it should be possible to work out the radio frequencies given enough
time, but the access codes will take longer,” said Mito.

"How long?" asked Carrie.

Mito shrugged. " Depends how frequently they communi-cate with the base and how predictable their
codesare.”

"Couldn't you link into a Vategan at the base and get the necessary information?" Garras asked Carrie.
"Weve got to get our message out as quickly as possible before the Vategans manage to read our
computer memory crystd.”



"The Vdtegans aretoo far away for usto do thet,” replied Carrie. "Isit likely that they canread it?"

"With alack of any knowledge of their tech leve | have to assumethe worst,” said Garras. "Go ahead,”
he said to Mito. "Monitoring the base seems the most viable course of action.”

"I'll need help, though," she said. "'l don't spesk Vategan.”

"Then we have got aproblem,” said Skai, "because none of us know more than afew words, certainly
none of their technical language. Unless, Carrie?..."

She shook her head. "' probably know lessthan you, and as| said before, there aren't any Vategans
near enough for meto contact.”

Her remarks were met with silence.
"It lookslike we're going to have to get into that base," said Garras at last.

"How? Weve been sitting there watching them for about eight years! If we can't get in, how the hdll can
you?' ex-claimed Skai.

"l could get in easily," said Carrie.

"What did you say?' demanded Skai, rounding angrily on ha

"l said | could get in easily, and | can.”

"What're you going to do? Just walk in the front gate?' he asked sarcastically.
"Of course. Getting meinisn't the problem, it'swhat to do next,” she said.
"Explain,” said Garras, hisears pricked hard in her direc-tion.

"Elisetold me that occasiondly the base officidswill send for one of the women from Geshader. | just
convince them that |'ve been sent for, whichiseasy.”

"You'renot going in alone," growled Kusac from within the pod.
"Tooright," echoed Skai. "I'm going in, too."

"I couldn't take a Terran mae with me," shereplied. "There's no way they'd let you in, and having seen
you, they would probably keep you for questioning.”

"You're not going adone," repeated Kusac, coming back to the hatch despite Vanna's protests.
Shefollowed him, getting him to squat down while she replaced the dressing on his shoulder.

"We need Mito or Guynor to go in, not you, Carrie,”" said Garras. Y ou don't have the knowledge to help
lﬁ"

"No, but onceinside, I'm close enough to the Vategans to read them and get their knowledge, which
Mito and Guynor can't do."

"Do these women from Geshader arrive done?' asked Kusac.

"No, they are usudly taken there by groundcar,” replied Carrie, looking puzzled.



"l have anidea," he said dowly. "I wonder if between uswe could make the Vategansthink they are
looking at one of their own soldiers escorting awoman. That way you have some protection, and there
would be two of usto handle anything Mito sayswe need to do.”

"But how?..."
Carrie was cut short by Mito.

"If you can do that, then, yes! Telepathically, we can give you the information you need to accessthe
transmitter and send our Ssgnd.”

"It could work," admitted Guynor grudgingly, "but we need to interface into the VVategan computers.
They're prob-ably incompatible with ours.”

"What do you mean by interface?"' asked Skal.

"Basicaly, our computerswill probably run at adifferent speed than the Vategans. Also the computer
language we use won't be understood by their machine so | need to build atrandator to alow our
computer to talk to theirs, and vice versa,”" explained Guynor.

"So thistrandator isyour interface?' questioned Skai.

"Exactly, but the next problem isto get hold of some Vategan e ectronic equipment so that our interface
can be connected to it without damage to either system.”

"What kind of Valtegan hardware do you need?" contin-ued Skai. "Maybe we have something that
would do."

"We need some communications device. Not apersonal communicator, but one from abuilding or a
vehide" sad Mito.

"We have agroundcar. Would that be any use?'
Mito's ears pricked up. "That would beided! What Sateisitin?’

"Pretty good. Last time | saw it, about afortnight ago, they had repaired most of the damage caused by
our attack. | know theradio isdl right because they were using it to monitor Vategan transmissions,
trying to work out more of the language.”

"Whereisit? When can | get it? 1t soundsidedl for our purposes!”
"At our basejust south of here, near thefoot of the hills.”
"It might aswell be at Hillfort!" said Carrie bitterly. "How are we going to get word to them in time?”

"Actualy, that istheleast of our problems,” said Skai smugly. "1 never told you, but | have awrist
communicator and can get in touch with the base anytime.”

Carriefavored him with alook of didike. "I knew we couldn't completely trust you," she said.

"Oh, come on now! Y ou kidnap mein the middle of the forest, introduce me to anew speciesof Aliens,
and you ex-pect meto give away my one ace? Beredlidtic, girl. Any-way, it's going to be our biggest
asset now."

"Certainly an asst," interrupted Garras smoothly, "but perhaps not our biggest. We sill have to ascertain



if Carrie and Kusac can work their disguise. Without them, we cannot reach the transmitter insde the
base"

"Have you got any communications operators and techni-cians among your people?’ interrupted Mito.
"Sure. Welve got most of the crew of the Eureka left.”

"Captain, we must contact them. There are things | need, tools this pod doesn't provide. | must talk to
them now," said Mito urgently.

"No!" exclamed Guynor angrily, stepping forward. "Captain..."

"Enough,” said Garras, hisvoice deceptively mild. "Now we have no option but to trust the Terrans.
Unlessyou are suggesting that the seven of us mount an armed raid on the base with nothing more than
these few Sde arms?'

"There are explosves and riflesin.the pod,” replied Guynor siffly.

"We are areconnaissance unit, not acombat group. We are dso vastly outhumbered and outclassed.
Our gtrength bes in stealth, not force. | am glad to hear we have extramu-nitions at our disposal. They
will be useful to the Terrans as abackup in the event of trouble—if they will aid us. They have the military
and strategic knowledge, we, the technical.

"Skai, contact your base and let metalk to your Com-manding Officer," ordered Garras.

"I think it would be better if..." began Skai, sumbling to ahdt as he saw the Sholan Captain's earsflatten
and hiseyes narrow.

"Yes, gr," hesad hurriedly, curang inwardly at fate for robbing him of his chance to appear in charge of
the Stuation.

Carrielooked a him curioudy as he keyed hiscal sgnd into hiswrist communicator.

"I don't know why you areworrying,” she said. "Y ou did the job we asked you to do excellently. You're
bound to get praise for that. Why do you need more?’

Skai gave Carrie ashocked glance before the tiny voice on his comm unit claimed his attention.
"Davies, isthat you?' he asked.

"ldentify," the voice repeated.

"Don't be stupid, you know it's Skai!"

"Password,” it ingsted pedanticaly. "And where the hell have you been the past four days? Screwing
your way round Seaport, I've no doubt!"

Skai flushed. "Come on, Davies," he muttered, "1've got company.”
"I'll just bet you have! Password."
"Bramble, you son of abitch, and | hope you've stepped on some eggs this week!™

"|dentity verified," replied Davies smugly. "Captain Skin-ner will enjoy hearing where you've been. | hope
the excuseisagood onethistime.”



Skai beganto grin. "Oh, it is. Bdieveme, it is. Put me through, will you?I'll need asecureline”
"Just for an excuse? Come on, what are you up to?"

"Patch methrough, Davies," ordered Skal, fedling the sit-uation come back under his control again.
"Once Skinner hearswhat | have to say, he won't thank you for delaying me."

"I'll makeit my businessto find out what you're playing at, Ska," warned Davies.

"Skinner here," interrupted a crigp voice. "When you've quite finished your banter, I'll have that secure
ling Davies."

"Yes, gr."

"What have you got to report that requires security sta-tus?' asked the Captain.

"I've located the Aliens who crashed two months ago,” replied Skal.

There was ashort silence. "Repeat what you just said,” ordered Skinner.

"l found the Aliens™

"You found?' murmured Carrie.

"Who eseiswith you?' demanded the Captain.

"Carrie Hamilton," replied Skai, giving the girl asiddong glance. "Actudly, she found them."
"| thought sheld end up with us. Too much spirit in that oneto be afarmer'swife."

"Captain,”" urged Skal, "the Aliens. I've got them here with us. They want to talk to you. They can help
lel

"Ah, the Aliens”

"Here, give the damned thing to me," said Carrie, grab-bing hold of hiswrigt. "Captain, | know it's
difficult to ac-cept, but believe me, we have here the five surviving members of the craft that the
Vategans shot down. They are called Sholans, and they have a battle cruiser out in deep space. They
will help us, but their transmitter is out of ac-tion and they need our ass stance to get a message through.”

"What assistance can we give them?" asked the Captain, recovering his equilibrium again.

"Skal saysyou have aVategan groundcar. They need it to make some kind of interface into the Vategan
communica-tions sysem.”

"We have agroundcar, and it's working after afashion,” admitted Skinner, "but the only practica way to
getittoyouistofly it, and it's not capable of doing that at present.”

"Give methewrist comm," ordered Garras, pushing for-ward and holding out hishand. "I'll talk to him
and find out what the dday is."

Mito murmured briefly to him in Sholan as Skai took off the device and handed it over.
He nodded.
"Who'sthat?" asked Skinner sharply.”



"Captain Garras of the Sholan scout craft Srroki, Captain Skinner,” he answered. "We need that
Valtegan craft to be able to contact our Mothership. Once we have aerted the Khal ossa to our mutud
predicament, it will bein orbit around Keisswithin days.

"It has the firepower, and the incentive to rid this planet of the Vategans. We have also suffered at their
hands.

"Asfor your ship, with the Vategans gone there will be no need to stop it from landing on Keiss.

"We don't havetimefor the diplomatic niceties, I'm afraid. Let'sleave that to our politicians. You and |
aremen of action, and action iswhat is needed right now. Can we cooperate?”’

Therewas adight hestation. "Certainly. Well get that craft flying somehow. Meanwhile, how ese can
we help you?'

"Mito, tell the Captain your requirements,” ordered Garras, handing the comm to her.

"I need trained tech personnd and their equipment. Have you got the following items or equivaents?’ she
asked, red-ing off alist of some half adozen tools.

"I'll get my people on it right away. Stay in communication and I'll put you through to our expert in that
fidd. I've got afix on your location so well have no difficulty reach-ing you. Isthere anything else?"

Garrasleaned over and spoke. "'Put as many heavily armed men in the craft as you can. Two of your
people will have to break into the base here to patch our device into the Valtegan transmitter, and | want
the meansto rescue them if necessary.”

"Bregk into the base?' Skinner echoed in disbelief, briefly forgetting diplomacy. "Are you mad? Have you
any ideawnhat you're up against?'

"Yes, Captain Skinner, | have," said Garras. "We don't in-tend to break in by force. | presume you will
be coming with your men; | will brief you when we have made our find plans.”

Therewasashort slence. "All our personnd aretrained fighters," said Skinner. "By theway, | must
compliment you on your grasp of our language.”

"We have the benefit of an excellent team of Telepaths. The credit istheirs, they imprinted us with your
language.”

There was another pause. "That's a useful technique. | wish we had those methods at our disposal. We
must talk about it sometime.”

"Certainly. Asfor your people not having those skills, the girl Carrieishdf of our team. Along with
Kusac, our Tele-path, they make the most gifted pair I've come acrossin many years. Don't you make
useof thisTdent?'

"I'm afraid that asfar as we humans are concerned, it's regarded as a fringe phenomenon and highly
unrdiable”

"| seethere are afew differencesin our outlook," said

Garras. "Still, it would be surprising if there were not. Tele-paths are avaluable resource to any
civilization. Thisisamatter that our diplomatswill doubtless discussat length later.” Garras eyesflicked
briefly over to Carrie and Kusac.



"Doubtless," replied Skinner. "Tel Carriethat her brother arrived here today. He intendsto join us. Has
she any mes-sagesfor him or her father?"

"Tdl them I'm safe and wdll, but | won't return,” she said, leaning over the comm.

"Therée's no reason for you to go back, my dear. Richard has given us someidea of your problems. It
lookslike you could have an interesting future ahead of you with us.”

"No, | mean I'm not returning..." she started, breaking off as Garras caught her by the arm. He shook his
head dowly, warning her to slence.

"Well sort something out, never fear," reassured Skinner.

"Captain, I'm afraid we cannot accommodate any more personnel in our life pod. It'sintended as
emergency accom-modation only for anormal reconnaissance crew of six. We number seven. Also our
food suppliesarelimited. | am sorry to be so inhospitable. .."

"That won't be a problem, Captain Garras. We can deep in the groundcar and I'll make sure we bring
plenty of food."

"Thank you. My Firgt Officer may be able to help your mechanics get the groundcar flying.”

"Any help would certainly be most welcome,” replied Skinner. "I'll hand over to my senior technician for
the mo-ment.”

Carriefet atap on her shoulder and turned round to find VVanna beckoning Kusac and her asde. She
moved away from the hatch and back toward the centrd pillar.

"| think they are going to talk what you cdl 'shop’ for the moment. Why don't we go and organize the
food stuation? If you're like me dl thistechnical jargon is another lan-guage, one | don't understand,” she
said once they were out of earshot.

"Too true," murmured Kusac, gently trying out his shoul-der and wincing immediately.

"They can't make me stay on Keiss, can they?' asked Carrie, obvioudy distressed as she clutched at
Kusac'sgood arm.

Vannacaught hisexpression. "No, they can't,”" she replied soothingly, putting an arm around the girl.
"Once we have the Khalossa here, | can use the tranamitter to tieinto the medica banksfor al the
documented information on Leska bondings. When it's known that to separate you would be ahazard to
both your lives, then asolution will have to be worked out. Frankly, I'm positive our people won't leave
you both on Keissin such abackward culture.”

"Excuse me speaking so plainly, but compared to us, you are backward. We have had severa hundred
years of expe-riencein trading with Alien races, and our space-based per-sonnel have very little trouble
with xenophobia, Guynor being an exception.

"Thereisaso your people'slack of understanding of Tel-epaths. We couldn't leave Kusac in that kind of
environment for therest of hislife. I'm afraid you'll probably not have a choice about remaining on this
planet,” she said, drawing Carrie farther into the pod, with Kusac following because she was il holding
onto him.

"Areyou sure?!



"I'm sure. Y ou are of more use to us than Kusac isto your people. Now come on, if we're going to play
host to agroup of Terrans, well haveto check over the gdley again. | hope they bring some interesting
food with them."

"I'm glad that they can manage to deep in that groundcar they're bringing,” said Kusac, moving Carrie's
hand from hisarm into hishand. "We're dready short of space insdethe pod at night.”

"| forgot to ask how you were coping with the cramped and unshielded conditions,” said Vanna

"It'sbearable so far," Kusac replied. "After dl, I've been unconscious most of the time! What tonight will
belike, | havenoidea”

"If you need drugsto help you deep, don't hesitate to ask. We have plenty. I'm afraid | have no psychic
suppress-ants, though. A normal recon unit doesn't include Telepaths.

"Let me give you another shot for the pain," she said, picking up her case. "I want you spending today
resting,” shesaid, looking a him fiercely.

Kusac sat down on his bunk. "Don't worry, | will," he re-assured her. "WEell cope. I'm finding that things
| thought impossible before are now achievable. My persona Taent isdeveloping in new directions, to
say nothing of our bond." He smiled up a Carrie.

The drug dispensed and the case closed again, Vanna crossed over to the water purifier and pulled out a
small package which shethrew to the girl.

"Canyou fill thisfrom the swamp, please? We're getting low on water."
"Certainly," replied Carrie, turning to go.

"Get Skal to choose asafe area," warned Kusac. He waited until she had |ft.
"What worriesyou?" he asked, leaning back againg the hull.

"You do," she answered. "I've been thinking about what you'll both have to go through once our ship
arives”

"Youthink | haven't? Bdieveme, | have."

She dipped her head to one Sdein negation. "L eaving asde the board of inquiry, the Guild of Medicswill
want to give both of you athorough going over to find out why you bonded, and the extent of your
abilities. They'll redly give Carrie agood working over. Just think of it, thefirst ever other Telepathic
species, anew Alien physiology to catego-rize and label. They'll bein their dement, and they won't
necessarily carethat she'sa Telepath.”

"l amthinking," said Kusac grimly.

"Can you both cope with it? Should you ask her to go through al the psych profiles and medica tests?"
"What can | do? Asyou said, we can't survive here. Our only possible futureis on the Khalossa."
"Can't your Guild adopt her and protect her from the worst of the investigations?'

"They could, but they'll be just as anxiousto sudy her."

"Arent there any other Leska pairs on the ship that could help?”



"| believethereisone," he said thoughtfully. "They might be persuaded to help on apersond levd if | can
reach them early enough.

"I'm aready concerned about how Carrie will react to be-ing the only Terran on the ship. Up till now
she's never been in wholly Sholan company for more than aday. She could find the speciesisolation too
much to cope with. It could drive her insane."

His ears were twitching spasmodicdly with the effort of keeping them erect despite hisdistress. He
shook himsdlf and stood upright. "Carrie is questioning my mood. We can-not continue this discussion
any longer or shewill become aware of our fears."

"Isthe bond that close, then?' asked Vanna. "1 wasled to believe Telepaths can only pick up the surface
thoughts™

"Normaly, yes, but what isnorma in our relationship? Leskas are acutely aware of their partners, but we
are more deeply linked. Her strength is such that | can barely control her, and | have to because she has
none of the mora codes or inhibitions we are taught.

"Many of thetraits of her Telepathy Taent are Smilar to ours, but she hasthem to agreater degree. As
to her other Taents, there appearsto be a degree of crossover to me. | am finding | can do things that
have nothing to do with Te-lepathy.”

"What's she like asaperson?' asked Vanna abruptly, put-ting her head to one side.

Kusac looked dightly startled at the question. "Partly what you see, Vanna. Y oung, scared, and ready to
fight be-cause of it. The gentler side only | know. | love her—and she'sreturning,” he added, moving
forward to meet Carrie.

The next few hours were long ones indeed. There were now two distinct camps of people. Those outside
who knew something about e ectronics, and those inside who knew nothing. For the latter, therewaslittle
to keep them occu-pied. Skai moved between the two groups, trying to offer ad-vice and keep abreast
of any progressthat Mito, Guynor, and Garras were making.

Vannatried to keep hersalf busy by checking and re-dressing Guynor's and Kusac's wounds. The brief
scrutiny which was dl that Guynor would alow was enough for her to tell that he waswell on the mend.
Kusac was another mat-ter.

"Pity those Tdents of yours don't include Hedling," she grumbled, swabbing the wound with an antiseptic
pad.

"What, and put you Medics out of business?' teased Kusac.

"Therell dways be plenty of work for us, never fear,” she said, taking afresh dressing and bandage from
Carrie.

"Don't you have Heders?'
"Very seldom. It'san erratic Talent,” replied Kusac.

"There were dl sorts of Hedlers amongst our people on Earth, our home world, but they weren't ways
successful.”

"Then why don't you try?' suggested Kusac. "The limitsto your Taent may only be those set by you.”



"Areyou gill in asmuch pain?' inquired Vanna, rummag-ing in her medica kit as Carrie ran her hands
lightly over the Site of Kusac'swound.

Kusac and Vannd's voi ces began to recede as Carrie found her world narrowed to encompass only the
wound. She per-ceived it as an angry dull red glow surrounded by afaint ambient green. She could sense
the shattered nerve endings and their dectrical messages of pain.

Placing her hand on his shoulder, she looked for the dam-aged nerves and dowly dimmed their power,
noticing as she did that the redness began to recede. Sowly, very dowly, the green glow took its place.
Shelet her intuition guide her and asthe last flicker of red died, she turned her attention to the damaged
tissue.

What she wanted here was to increase the speed of re-growing tissue. Again shelet intuition take over
and dlowed the energy to flow from her into the wound. She knew when the time wasright to remove
her hand.

Abruptly, she returned to the world of the pod.
Shewas aware of Kusac's strong grip catching her as she sscumbled.

"What did you do?' he asked, concern and confusion flowing from him on every level. He guided her
down onto the bunk beside him.

"I don't know," shereplied, rubbing her handstogether. "1 just did what seemed right. My hands fed hot
and itchy," she complained, holding them out to Kusac.

He massaged them gently for amoment. "I'm not sur-prised,” he said. "The amount of energy that's
coming from them is unbelievable. I've never come across this before, but | know you'll have to control it
or you'll drain yourself com-pletely.”

"How?' shewalled, rubbing her pdms againgt her trou-sersin obvious discomfort.

"I think if you shielded yourself that would work. I'll show you how later. For now, just hold my hands."
She did as he asked and gradually the discomfort passed.

"I don't know how you did it, cub,” he said, pulling her closer, "but the pain in my shoulder has stopped.”

"By Vartra, Carrie, you have some Taent there" swore Vanna. "l take it you won't need an analgesic,”
shesaidto

Kusac, fumbling alittle as sheloaded her hypoderm, "but I'm going to give you some Fasthedl. | don't
likeusing it unless| haveto, but I'm unhappy with the way the wound is not responding fully to my drugs.
At least with that in you, | can be sure you're on the mend.”

"Somehow, | don't think I'll need it," said Kusac, resting his chin on Carrie's head.
Vanna grunted and pressed the hypoderm againgt his shoulder. "I'm giving it to you anyway," she said.

Ska came over and Carrie was aware of aflash of disap-prova as he caught sight of them together, but
it vanished dmost immediately in hisdesreto tell them hisnews.

He squatted down beside them as VVanna got to her feet and retreated to the food area.

"Garras hasjust finished coding the message for the Khal ossa, and guess what Skinner's authorized him



to do?’
"Noidea," replied Kusac with alazy purr.

"He's given your peopl e the access codes to wake the crew on Erasmus. Apparently, once they've dealt
with the Vategans on Keiss, they're going to send out some FTL tugsto bring the Erasmus here.”

"Makes sense" said Carrie.

"Ah, but that's not dl,” he said triumphantly. ™Y ou know that the second wave contains mostly trained
mechanics and technicians and such like? Wdll, Garrasis going to try and persuade his people that it
would make sense to give us the technology necessary to defend our area of space from fur-ther attacks
by the Vategans. They can show us how to build anything from scout shipsto star ships! Now we've got
areal stakein space.”

"Weren't you satisfied with the colony?' asked Carrie.

Ska gave her adisgusted look. "l was never cut out to be asod turner. | don't know what 1'd have done
if the Vategans hadn't turned up,” he said frankly.

"It's certainly more romantic being afighter pilot than afarmer,” Carrie observed.
Skai frowned. "Aren't you surprised at my news?" he de-manded.

She shook her head. "No. We discussed this possibility severa daysago, when | first met the rest of the
crew."

"Bloody women!" he muttered, stamping back to the hatch. "Think they know it dl. If that's your attitude,
then | won't bother to keep you informed.”

"No chance of that,” murmured Kusac. "That one enjoys bringing newsif hefedsit giveshim an
advantage.”

"Mm," said Carrie, beginning to doze off in the warmth of Kusac'sarms.
Two trail barslanded unceremonioudly in her Iap, bring-ing her back to wakefulnesswith ajolt.
"I'djust fallen adegp!" she complained, sitting up and brushing her hair back from her face.

"Just?' said Vanna, pointing through the hatch at the sky. " See where the sunis? Fed the chill inthe air?!
she asked, watching Carrie shiver. "That was over an hour ago. Mito and Guynor are bringing their
equipment ingde now. It'stoo near nightfal for them to continue working outsde.”

Kusac let her go, stood up, and stretched, each muscle group rippling sinuoudy in turn from his head to
histall. Carrie picked up his surprise as he began to touch his shoul-der, at first gently, then more firmly.

"It'sitchy," he exclamed, "and I've got most of the movement back again." He grabbed both VVannaand
Carrie and hugged them tight, swinging them off the ground before he put them down.

"Y ou two make wonderful Hedlers. | can't believe how much better | fed.”
"Let me see!” demanded Vanna, reaching for his bandage, but Kusac danced away.

"Tomorrow, tomorrow," he promised, heading round the other side of the centra column.



"What's up with him?" Carrie asked, bemused. "He looks like the cat that's got at the cream.”
"Uh?" said Vanna, trying to puzzle out the andogy.

Carrie picked up the two fruit bars and rose to her feet.

"Here," shesad, "you may aswell have one. It doesn't look asif Kusac needs any extra energy.”

Munching their bars, the two women followed him. He was busily punching buttons on the keyboard of
the pod's compuiter.

"Dont disturb mefor the moment,” he said. "Thisisim-portant.”

Hurt, Carrie reached for him mentally and found hismind closed to her for thefirst time. Confused, she
let Vannadraw her away to the gdlley area.

"Once again when the technical staff have work to do, it fallsto usto do the cooking. Not that the others
don't take their turns,” she continued, "they do. Now Garras, he'sagood cook," she prattled on. "He's
been around long enough to know the restorative qualities of arealy well cooked med rather than ship's
rations served as they are packed.

"I've been preparing astew for ustonight. | packed afew of thelocal roots and plants that we found
growing near the cave, and they redly taste quite palatable in a stew—if you like vegetables," she added,
her jaw droppinginagrin.

A few minuteslater, Kusac joined them. "I found the an-swer to that small problem we were discussing
earlier, Vanna," he said, draping hisarm around Carri€'s shoulders and dipping acautious finger in the
gew. Hewrinkled hisnosein didike.

"I hateto say it, but it doesn't taste very good."
"It isn't cooked yet, give us achance. So what's your so-lution?”

"Can't tdl you yet. You don't know how to set up an au-tomeatic transmission from here to the Khalossa
when it gets within range, do you? I've got a persona message | want forwarded without delay."”

"I think s0," shereplied. "Have you coded it ready for transmission?"
"Yes, | just need the transmit codes put in."

"It shouldn't be any different from sending a status report from the scout vehicle" shesaid. "l takeit you
haven't cleared it with the Captain?’

"No, but I'll tell him when we leave the Vategan base.”

"I'd better do it now then, before anyone elsereturns,” she said. "Just adight detail, but have you
checked that our main transmitter isworking?'

"Mito checked it out. Asfar asshe cantdl, it'still func-tional. Thereisn't any obvious sign of damage.
Oncethe Khalossa iswithin range, it will pulse out al the recorded datait hasn't been able to tranamit,
my messageincluded.”

Vannamoved over to the main console by the hatch.

"Thanks," said Kusac.



Guynor, Mito, and the Captain came in festooned with various bits of eectronics. Mito laid hers on the
floor and pulled down one of the deeping benches, sweeping the bed-ding onto the floor. They then
proceeded to set up their workshop. Mito picked up severa of her tools, and, going over to the tower,
pulled open one of the cupboards and set them into their dots to recharge. Shelooked round to where
Kusac, Vanna, and Carrie stood.

"I'm afraid welll have to work into the night,” she said. "Guynor managed to solve the groundcar problem,
s0 Skin-ner and hismen will be here sometime tomorrow.”

"Wouldn't they be better off traveling at night?' asked Kusac.

"They'd haveto uselights. Asit is, they will haveto travel abovetreelevel because of the dense
undergrowth. At least thereisaform of radar on board so they will have some warning of any Vategan
ar activity. Apart from that, we have to trust to the Gods.

"Isthat food?" she asked, her nose twitching as she sniffed the air.
"Yes. It beready in afew minutes,” replied Vanna.

"Good, I'm garving!"

"What are you doing with the transmitter?' asked Carrie.

"Hey! Doesn't anyone around here speak English?' de-manded Skai, sedling the door. "Y ou can dl
understand me, but | can't make head nor tail of your damned purrs and growls.”

"Weweretaking about food," said Vannain English. "It will be ready shortly."
"Good. Anything to drink apart from water?'

Carriethrew him amug.

"Careful," hesad, just managing to catch it.

"Thereis c'shar in the packs over here, and water in the purifier,” she said. "Help yoursdlf. Y ou can have
the heater when weve finished cooking.”

Skal ambled over to the purifier.

"Come over to the bench and | will tell you what we are doing,” said Mito.
Carrieturned to Vanna

"Off you go. Thereredly isn't anything to do but wait for it to cook."

Carrie and Kusac followed Mito back to the bench where Guynor and Garras were working with
variouscircuits.

"We're redesigning certain areas of the computer so it will be ableto link up to the Vategan equipment
that Cap-tain Skinner is bringing tomorrow. We don't know exactly whét fittings well need until they
arrive, but we can do the groundwork now."

"Then what?' asked Kusac.

"I design aprogram that will interrogate the Vategan computer in such away that it won't be noticed until



too late. Once we have their access codes, we can patch into the transmitter itself, masquerading astheir
computer.”

"Then you order it to tranamit the sgna ?*

Mito gave a negative head movement. "No, we can't do that until the transmitter is pointing to the correct
quadrant of the sky. To move the antennawe have to put it into a Search mode. Considering the amount
of traffic they ded with, they will probably have frequent Search routines. We are just starting our own
one"

"And hoping the Vategans don't notice,” murmured Carrie.

"Y ou noticed the flaw, en?' said Mito. "If wedo it in the dead of night, the chances are therewill bea
bored operator on duty and he will assumeit's routine. 1've done enough night shift dutiesto know that
hell probably be too tired to question it.

"We stop the Search when the antennaiis pointing toward the Khal ossa, then our program will override
the transmitter and send the message in a high speed burst. With luck, it won't even register on their
monitors. That's the plan. How-ever we have a problem.”

"What'swrong?'

"The software. Given long enough, our computer could break into the Vategan system, but there are so
many op-tionsto contend with that by the time we succeeded, our presence would have been noticed.
What | redlly need is some Valtegan software to work from."

"Food isready," caled Vannaas the appetizing smell filled the small room.
With obviousrelief, the group around the makeshift work-bench broke up and headed to the galley area.

"| guessthat none of uswill get much deep tonight,” sighed Carrie, helping hersdlf to aladle full of stew
from the dish.

"It will giveustimeto tak," sad Kusac. "We need timeto be by oursalves.”

"Aswdl astimeto plan and practice our partinthisraid,” said Carrie wryly.

Kusac growled. "l forbid you to mention work until to-morrow!"

"I don't think | heard that," sniffed Carrie, pulling down the nearest deeping bench to St on.

After they'd esten, Kusac spread Carrie's blanket more comfortably on the floor by his bunk and turned
off the per-sond light. Then hefetched her hairbrush and looked hope-fully at her.

Carrielaughed. "You'reincorrigible," she said, taking the brush from him and diding off the bunk to Sit
behind him.

He unbuckled hisbelt, taking off the jacket and putting it to one Side.

"l itch dl over," he complained as she began to brush him.

"It's because you've beenill, | expect,” said Carrie. ™Y our fur has gone dull and you're shedding.”
"Mm," said Kusac, his back arching dightly to meet her brush strokes.



Shewatched the muscles move, fascinated. Through their Link, she could experience for hersdf the
pleasure that Kusac felt.

As a species, we're more sensually oriented than you, he sent, turning round to face her. He leaned
forward, tipping his head down so she could reach it.

Your fur'slonger there.
It can grow aslong as yours when it isn't cut. His menta tone was amused.
"Well, how was| to know?" she asked.

Itisas| said, we need the time to get to know each other, he replied, moving his head to one side so
she was brushing his ear, too.

Carrie concentrated on his ears for amoment, then stopped.
Do you want to do the rest yoursalf?
"It'smuch nicer whenyou do it," he purred, hisvoicelikeliquid velvet.

She gavehimalong look. "I'll tell you what, you used a bloody good glamour back at Valeytown to
make me be-lieve you were aforest cat!"

He put his head to one side, flicking hisear.

What is different now?

"Y ou know," she changed to mind speech, damned well! You'ri not an animal, you're a person.

He reached for her hand and brought it and the brush against his good shoul der.

Isthat a problem? he sent, one eye ridge moving ques-tioningly, amber eyeslooking calmly back at her.
Yes. | mean... Oh, | don't know. She began to brush him again.

He moved to st up on his hedls, edging closer to her so her arm was less extended.

Your fur islonger at the front, too. She could fed the vi-bration of his purr through the brush as she
drew it carefully down his chest to hisbelly. His eyeswere haf closed in plessure.

It iswith most furred species, even your forest cats.
He held out hisarmsfor her and she switched her atten-tion, keeping clear of the bandaged shoulder.

"Thank you," he said, teeth flashing whitely as he smiled, Sholan style. He took the brush from her and
cleaned it, put-ting the loose fur on the floor beside him.

"Now you," he said, reaching forward to take alock of hair in hishands. Your hair is so soft, Leska. |
have never felt anything like it before. And the color ... Heranit through hisfingertips before
beginning to brushit.

Turnround, then | can reachit all.

Carrieturned round, sitting with her back to hisknees. Across the room she could see Skai frowning
over at her. He rose and began to move toward them, but Vanna called him over. The others were busy



with their electronics.
Thisisour time, Leska, sent Kusac, putting the brush aside. Vanna will keep him busy for a while.
She felt hishandstouch her shoulders and start to fed dong them for the muscle groups.

You aretense. Let me relax you. He began to gently knead the muscles there and at the back of her
neck.

She started to relax, enjoying the massage.

Now you're purring like a Sholan, sent Kusac, surprised and pleased.

A part of meisforever Sholan now, shereplied.

Hisfingers moved gently just under her ear. "Do you re-gret it?" he whispered.

Not when your hands are as magical asthis.

Kusac laughed, shifting his handsto her waist and moving hislegsto pull her back againgt him.
Perhapsthereisless of a sensual difference between usthan | thought!

Carrie rested her head againgt his shoul der—it was be-coming afamiliar place—and closed her eyes.
Likethis, there were no problems.

Kusac wrapped his arms around her.

We need to be serious now, he sent. Vanna told me what happened last night, how you were
linking in to my pain and drawing it all to you.

Carriedirred, feding defensve.

Hush, | know you didn't realize it was happening, that was my fault. I should have noticed sooner
that the pain was di-minishing faster than Vanna's drugs could act. The point is, we have to do
something to stop that happening again.

What do you suggest? she asked.

/ thought perhaps a system similar to that we use when working with the Courts or with the
mentally ill, a kind of filter to keep the unwanted thoughts away.

You're not classifying me among the mentally ill, are you? was her tart response.

Kusac gave her alittle shake. You know very well | am not, he sent, histone chiding. It isimpossible
to lie to each other because of our Link. Thoughts and emotions are too closely entwined and too
quickly felt. Trust the Link, Leska, and use it.

| do, Kusac. Thistime her tonewas gentle.
Kusac was slent as wisps of memories and fears came to him from her. Then the bitsfel into place.

Leska, we Sholan males are not like your men. The con-cept of owning a person is not one we
have, it is Human. How can they think that another individual istheir prop-erty? She could fed his
disgpprovd.



Quite easily, from my experience, shereplied.

Our lives are firmly bound to each other because of our Link, but | assure you that you will find
you are free to make your own choices within those parameters. You may do what you want, and
be with whom you want. 7 do not own you, nor you me.

| can choose?
You can choose.
Shewas slent for amoment. Could we do that filter now?

Of course. Let me placeit for you, then you can examine it and duplicate it later. St up and face
me, he sent, moving hisarms so that she could.

When they'd finished, Carrie curled up on the blanket, yawning. She still held one of his hands.

Hewas large compared to her, she noted once again, her hand amost hidden by his dark-furred one.
Her head wastilted back so she could see him.

She was smdl, he thought, looking down at her: childlike, bardly reaching the height of an adult. Long
eyelashes cast shadows on her cheeks and her throat turned to him.

Shefelt relaxed, with awarm, comfortable glow that made her disinclined to move. Her eyes opened
dightly and she tugged gently on hishand.

Come down with me.
He stretched out beside her, lying on hisgood side.

Tell me about yourself, she sent, her other hand idly strok-ing the fur on his chest. Its texture was so
soft and silky.

What do you want to know?
Have you any brothersor sisters?

| have two ... he started, but trailed off as he found him-sdlf unable to concentrate on what hewas
saying.

The temperature in the pod was warm, warm enough for her to have taken off her sweater and opened
her shirt at the neck. And she had a beautiful neck, long and dender—and exposed to him. Even the way
she lay siretched out on her side made her [ook like a Sholan woman. Her hair, the color of sunlight even
inthe dim lighting, cascaded over one shoulder and down onto the blanket.

He looked better without his uniform on, she thought, hisfur dmost glowing in the haf light. Shelet her
hand stray lazily through the silky tide until it crept around hiswaist. She urged him closer.

As hemoved nearer, she noticed how well he matched the curves of her body. The smell of hisfur, warm
and clean with asharply musky tang to it, surrounded her. She could fed his heart beating—so fagt!

For thefirg time, he wasintensaly aware of her scent— warm, musky, and very female. Despite her
smallness, her body accommodated his perfectly. He could fed the softness of breast and thigh touching
him. All the signalswerethere, Sholan and Terran overlaid.



Through haf closed eyes she saw hisface come down to-ward her, his mouth closing on her throat. His
jawstight-ened gently and they could fedl her blood racing against them. The pressure increased and she
tilted her head back further. A low growl of pleasure from him and she was re-leased.

Little bites coupled with tiny flicks of arough tongue rained across her face. It was unlike anything she
had expe-rienced before. She began to shiver with pleasure.

Her skin was s0 soft, tasted and smelled so good—an ac-companying shiver ran through him. Amber
and brown eyes, both barely open, locked briefly. He found her ear. So tiny, amost pointed like his.

A wave of panic flooded through her and she brought her free hand between them, pushing him firmly
back.

At the same moment, Kusac redized what was happening to them. He pulled back from her, rolling up
into agitting postion, radiating darm.

He fought the compulsion, trying desperately to push it back. Any pairing would happen when they were
ready, not because of their Link!

It took severa minutes, but at last he had himsalf under control. He turned to look at her.

Carrie had been fighting her own battle, one with fear. One which Kusac, otherwise involved, knew
nothing about. The intensity not only of what she was experiencing, but what he felt for her, had been
terrifying. Sheld recognized the compulsion and for her it had been easier to break free. Fear had been
thetrigger.

Now shelay with her back turned to him.

Kusac sat there, miserably aware that most of the good their earlier talk had done was now wiped out
because of what had just happened.

There is a sexual compulsion because of our Link, he ad-mitted, unwilling to vocdize lest anyonedse
hear them.

She sad nothing.
It only starts if we touch for too long, and not always then.

Hewaited afew minutes but there was no reply. Even through their Link he could sense nothing but
quiet.

Carrie, | don't like this any more than you do, but | couldn't help it. | responded to you.
| know.

If we're careful and keep touching to a minimum, it shouldn't happen again.

Silence.

He leaned forward to touch her and she pulled sharply away.

Dont't.

Suppressing aflash of anger, he got to hisfeet and stepped over her. Squatting down, he lifted her bodily
and sat her up facing him, then released her.



Sop this now, he sent, histone firm. You're a grown woman, Carrie, don't behave like a terrified
youngling. Surely you trust me by now? Hetook her face in hishand, forcing eye contact between
them.

Look at me. Remember the night in the cave, before we went to Seaport?
She nodded, unable to move her eyesfrom his.

/ felt the compulsion briefly then. Had | not been honor-able, we would not be having this
conversation as this prob-lemwould be solved.

You have to decide sooner or later, Carrie, but it's your choice, not mine. Like you, | want you to
want me for myself, not because of the Link compulsion. Helet her go.

"Go and get some deep now,” he said. "If we need to talk, we can do it tomorrow."
"Kusac, I'm sorry,” shewhispered. "1 know it was my fault, but everything al together... | panicked.”

"It was no one'sfault, cub," he said, briefly touching her cheek. "Thisisdl as confusing for me, too. Let's
just take things as they come." He switched to mind talk.

Tonight, neither the place nor the timeisright. It is aswell we came to our senses when we did. If
we're careful, we shouldn't trigger the compulsion again.

She nodded, catching at hishand. "I do love you," she murmured, rubbing her cheek againgt him.

"I know," he said, gently squeezing her hand before help-ing her stand. He gathered up the blanket. "Get
some deep now though.”

He waited for her to get onto the bunk then spread the blanket over her. Leaning forward, he gently
licked her ear before leaving her.

Carrie closed her eyes. Sleep would not come easily, she knew that. She couldn't forget histouch.
Echoes of it till flickered across her face and neck and she had to block the memories before he sensed
them. When shefindly fell adeep, amber eyeslike twin suns glowed compellingly in the dark before her.

Chapter 9

Kusac picked up the hairbrush and, throwing his jacket and belt on his bed, finished grooming himsdlf.
Carrie had been right. He was shedding, though not excessvely.

Not wishing to disturb her, he stowed the brush in the re-cessed locker by his bed and went over to the
gdley to use the garbage disposa unit. Vannawasthere.

"Protein drink or c'shar?' she asked, her hand hovering beside the dispenser.

"Protein, though | could do with one of their coffees!” he said ruefully.

"Coffee?'

"It tastes like c'shar but stronger.”

She handed him hismug. "One day | must get the chanceto try it. Y ou had your talk then."
He hesitated.



"No need to tell meif you don't want to,” she said, taking amouthful of her drink.

"For every step forward | take with her, Vanna, | seem to take three backward,” he said, histail flicking.
"There are S0 many amilaritiesto us, it would amost be easier if sheweretotaly different.”

Vanna glanced over the makeshift tech |ab.

"Mito'scoming over. Let'stalk back there where we can't be overheard—and you can till watch”
Carrie," she said, leading the way to her bunk area.

The bunk was raised so as not to reduce the already cramped quarters further.

"Hold my drink amoment, please," she said, handing him the mug.

She pulled the bed out far enough to grab her blanket. Folding it up, shelad it on thefloor.

"| hate Stting on bare metd," she said, rescuing her drink and squatting down comfortably.

Kusac joined her.

"Surely your Link helps you to understand each other bet-ter?' she asked.

"That'saknifewith two edges, Vanng," he said heavily. "I'm sure our Leska Link isunlike any other.”
"There may have been other anomaous Links before..." she began.

"No, none. If there had been, | would have known about them. My education as a Telepath was
thorough.”

Vannas eyes narrowed thoughtfully as she stored this piece of information away for the future.

"Garrasis having me seconded to the ship's medica sec-tion when the Khalossa arrives,” she said
abruptly. "He wants me there as the expert on Terran physiology. If you're finding deep difficult, how
about giving me some back-ground information on Terrans?'

Kusac |ooked round at her, eye ridges arching up in sur-prise.
"So you'll beinvolved in the tests on the Khal ossa?"
"That'sthe generd ides," she said. "However, | need some information to justify aposition on that team.”

Carriewasthe last to wake. When she sat up, she found the pod deserted. The knowledge that Kusac
was outside cameto her automatically as did the fact that the day was pleasant. She waited for aminute
or two, but he did not ap-pear. She did, however, receive abrief greeting.

Fedling alittle hurt, she neverthelesstook advantage of the solitude to put on fresh clothesfrom her
backpack. Col-lecting hersdf aprotein drink for breakfast, she went to the hatch and peered outside.

Kusac immediately looked round, acknowledging her presence with aflick of hisears before he returned
to help-ing Garras. Everything appeared asit had the day before, d-most asif nothing had been moved
for the night.

As she stepped out, the sensible portion of her mind re-minded her that Kusac was amember of the
crew and would have had to return to his duties at some point, and that point was obvioudy now. She
had no need to fedl put out, but she did.



Finding apiece of log to Sit on, she sat watching the oth-ers, for the first time feeling somewhat
superfluous. As she sipped her drink, she began to notice how constantly she was aware of Kusac
through their Link.

It was the first opportunity she'd had to look at their sit-uation dispassionately and she took advantage of
it. Sud-denly, it occurred to her that this was partidly why Kusac was otherwise occupied and hard on
the heds of that came his approbation that she had figured it out.

Moods, emotions, and the surface thoughts of either one was experienced by both. If mentally she went
down aleve or two that took alittle effort, not much but she would have to concentrate rather than have
the knowledge at her finger-tips.

She explored the Link further, finding in him hisfedingsfor her. Though he ingtantly laid them open to her
she shied away from them, still not ready to face what he felt.

There was abarrier, an areawalled off from her, and she backed off. Thiswas fair because she, too, had
such abar-rier. With so much they could not hide from each other, they both needed somewhere they
could have a semblance of pri-vacy.

A shadow fell across her, pulling her back to the more mundane world.
"Good morning, Skal," she said, draining her mug.

"Good morning. | thought we could have achat,” he said, sitting down beside her. "I gather that you and
your brother are both joining us."

"It would appear 0," she said, remembering Garras warning.

"It'l be nice having you around,” he said, smiling at her. "1 expect that once their ship arrives, this crew
will bere-caled and well be working with another group.”

"Probably," she said. Then, pinning down what was both-ering her, she asked, "Why are there no insects
around, Skai?"

"Uh? Oh, Guynor tinkered with my bug screen, hooking it up to apower source and so on, but that was
yesterday." Hefrowned. "L ook, | want to give you some good advice. It might be wiser if you spent a
little lesstime with the Sholans when our mob arrives,”" he said. "They don't know you and they could get
thewrong idea.”

"Wrong idea about what?'

"Y ou spending so much time with the cats."
"With them, Skai?"

"Okay. With their Telepath, then."
"Kusac?'

"Yes, with Kusac," he said sharply. "I've seen you two to-gether, Carrie, seen the way helooks at you
and touches you. It isn't right. Y ou shouldn't encourage him. It's not asif he's even human!™

"Who are you to say what's human and what's not?" she asked angrily, getting up. "How dare you talk
like that about ud™



As sheturned to go into the pod, Skai caught at her arm. She pulled away and stepped through the hatch
acutely aware of Kusac's anger on her behdf but aso of his resolu-tion that this was something she must
ded with hersdif.

Skai followed her and thistime he did manage to caich her.

"Look, Carrie, Elise threw herself away on the Vategans. | can't stand back and let it happen to you,
too," he said, try-ing to sound reasonable.

"Kusacian'taVategan."
"He'san Alien, damnit! He's not human! He's not one of udl™

"Let go of me, Skai, or, o help me, I'll hit you," she said, her anger now coldly dangerous. "I'll make up
my own mind who I'll have as a partner. What Kusac and | shareis beyond the understanding of you and
your grubby little mind.

"What Elise did was get vitd information for sanctimoni-ous bastards like you. She didn't enjoy it, or
maybe you didn't redlize that! | wonder how many men would have volunteered to work in the citiesto
get information if the Vategans had been femae. Y ou sure as hdl wouldn't have. Y ou're not man enough
to do theredlly dirty work!

"Now, let mego," shesad, pulling away from him again.

Anger suffused Skai'sface and as he drew hisarm back, he found himsalf grabbed from behind. He
swung round to face not Kusac, but Garras.

"I think not," said the Captain, restraining him. He turned to where an enraged Kusac sood waiting by
the hatch.

"Takeyour Leskaoutsde while | have aword with our young Terran,” Garras said.

With afilthy look at Skai, Carrie walked past him to Kusac. He stood aside to let her pass, then
followed her.

"Areyou..." he began.
"... dlright?' Shesmiled briefly. "You know | am. An-gry likeyou, but al right.”
"Will many of your peoplethink like him?' he asked, tail and earsflicking.

"Probably. We Terrans have alot of hatein us. Hatred for those with adifferent skin color, with a
different religion— you nameit, some of uswill find areason to hateit.

"Never mind, let'stalk about something e se. Areyou still busy?'
"No, we're ready for your guerrillas.”

"That's good," she said, reclaming her perch on thelog. ""Can you stay with me now?" she asked, looking
Seadily up a him.

"Yes," hesad, returning the gaze and knowing that she had findlly crossed at least hdf of the gap
between them.

It was not long after noon when they heard the faint sound of an approaching groundcar. Though they



were well under cover, camouflaged blankets were draped over any equip-ment outside the pod to
prevent the dightest glint of sunlight on metal and everyone huddled together under the overhang-ing
branches of the tree.

"l hopeit'sours,” muttered Skai, till subdued after histalk with Garras.

"It better be," growled Guynor. "We're running out of time oursalves. We need to send that sgnal before
the Vategans access our crystal.”

"Kusac, check and see whether there are Vategans or Terrans on board,” Garras ordered.

Kusac moved away from the others and squatted down, closing his eyes. After afew moments, he
turned back to them.

"Terrans" hereplied. "Eight of thern.”
They stepped into the open, beckoning to the vehicle as it sped above the surface of the swamp.
Carrie shivered, reaching out for Kusac. He put hisarm around her and drew her to hisside.

The craft cut its speed and lowered its skids, dewing to ahdt in agpray of swamp water. The hatch
opened and afig-urein adrab green one-piece leaned into view, holding arope. Hetook along look at
them before speaking.

"Haul usin to the shore, will you? Weve got to get this baby under cover as soon as possible.”

Severd hands caught the rope and hauled to with awill until they had the Side of the craft near enough
dry land for the first man to jump down.

"Well, if itisn't Davies," said Skai, grinning hugely as he stepped forward. "I told you it was agood
excusethistime, didn't 17"

Davies grunted and turned back to the craft. Another fig-ure was emerging.

"Just help me secure this rope onto the bow end,” he said. "Y ou've got plenty of timeto crow. We've got
work to do now."

While Skai and Davies jumped onto the nose of the groundcar to secure their rope, the rest of the Terran
crew began to emerge. One figure stood poised in the hatch for afew moments before jumping down.

"Richard!" exclamed Carrie, breaking free of Kusac and running forward to greet her brother.
He held her close for amoment before releasing her.

"Y ou've redly flown the nest and met some strange com-panions, haven't you?' he said, looking at
Kusac.

"Richard,” she began.

He shook hishead and held her close again. "I know," he said quietly with one of hisrare flashes of
insght. "You don't haveto tell me. | shall missyou.” Helet her go and went over to where Kusac stood.

"A bit different from our first meeting,” he remarked with awry smile. "1 should have guessed. We had
most of the pieces of the jigsaw at hand and just couldn't see the picture for looking.”



"Y ou were dedling with afamily tragedy at thetime," murmured Kusac. "Who & se knows?'

"No oneyet. Giveit time. Word will travel, but by then you'l both be safe on the M othership, won't
you?"

"If not there, then with you."

Richard nodded. "Y ou look asif you've beenin the wars aready.” He indicated the bandage over
Kusac's shoulder.

"Some trouble on the way here. Nothing serious,” he said evasively.

Richard shrugged, accepting the other'sreticence. He searched Kusac's face, looking for some human
referent he couldn't find. "Do | need to tell you..."

"... tolook after her? No. | know it's not what you would like, but we didn't have alot of say init ether,”
Kusac ended lamely.

Richard reached out and grasped hisarm. "What | like doesn't matter, it'swhat she wants that counts.
Tdl meabout it later," he said, smiling again. "'l think they need our help to pull this groundcar under
cover.”

Eventudly they had it hauled benesth the shelter of the tree and the overhanging blankets.

The need to concedl the vehicle had broken theice, but with the immediate task out of the way, Carrie
suddenly found hersdlf flanked on one side by the Sholans and on the other by the guerrillas. Each sde
had its men grouped pro-tectively around its Captain.

"Perhgps you'd like to introduce us to the Sholans, Carrie," said Captain Skinner.

It was nearly like culture shock again, so used was she to Sholan company now. Almost panicking, she
took a couple of involuntary steps backward.

"Thisis Captain Garras, hisFirgt Officer Guynor, Mi to from Communications, Vannafrom Medicd, and
Kusac, their Telepath,” she sammered, indicating them each inturn.

"I'm Captain Skinner. My people are Davies, Anders, Peterson, Hughes, Nelson, and Edwards. | know
Kusac at least has met Richard Hamilton," he said, indicating Carrie's brother last.

"l do not likethis," muttered Guynor, histail flicking in dow, wide arcs. "We are outnumbered and
carrying inade-quate firepower. Y ou should have let us use therifles”

"| asked for heavily armed troops,” said Garras quietly. "They have brought them. Having these
advantages over us should make them fed less distrustful. Confirm, Kusac."

Carrie had been aware of Kusac monitoring the thoughts of the Terrans from the first and now, mentally,
shejoined him, adding to hisinterpretation her reading of their current emotions.

Shefdt hisgtart of surprise, then his professiondism took over again as he collated both their data.

"He's picked well," said Kusac. "All are guarded, curious, and ready for trouble should it happen. They
view uswith varying degrees of skepticism, but thereisno hatred and they wish to cooperate. The
woman recognizes Carrie," he added, faintly surprised until he remembered the guerrilla Elise had beenin
contact with.



Garras nodded.

"If you back up any farther, cub, you will bein the swamp,” said Vannain amusement, briefly touching
Carrie on the shoulder to aert her.

Carrie glanced round, panic on her face and in her mind. Colonid life waslooming too large before her
onceagan.

She felt Kusac reach out and take her by the arm, drawing her over to where he stood at the edge of
their group. Thefamiliar contact reassured her, banishing the fear.

Straightening her back, she took a step forward.

"Captain Garraswondersif you and your First Officer would like to look round our life pod,” she said.
Garras |ooked as surprised as Skinner, though the Terrans couldn't tell.

"Y es, that would certainly be most interesting,” Skinner said, glancing a Carrie.

"The pod istoo smal for al your mentogoinat once" Carrie said agpologeticaly, "but I'm sure they'll get
the chance to seeit later. Mito, | know, isdying to seeinsde the VVategan groundcar.”

"Um, yes. | expect sheis. Anders, would you take the lady on atour?' Captain Skinner asked.
Mito looked expectantly at Garras.

"Sure" said Anders, swinging hisrifle over his shoulder out of theway. "No problem.”
"Captain Skinner?" invited Garras, stepping away from his crew and waiting for the Terran.

The amenities over and the tableau broken by the depar-ture of the two parties to the respective vehicles,
everyone € se began to relax.

Vannawas the first to move, ambling over to the Terransto find out if there was aMedic among them.

Everyonewastrying not to stare and yet <till get acloselook at the Aliens. Finding her opposite number
in Hughes, Vanna encouraged him to be as frank as shewasin their dis-cussion. They, too, needed to
trade information.

"Nicely done," grinned Kusac.

"Well, someone had to do something,” she replied, equally pleased by the way the meeting had turned
out.

"Your help in reading the Terranswas invaduable," he said. "That was dso well done."

"Isthat what you do when you're working as a Telepath?' she asked, turning to walk with him to their
gtting area out-side the pod.

"That's one of the waysthat you and | will work to-gether,” he agreed.
"Much more romantic than being acolonis,” she said, smiling up at him.
"Definitely," he purred, squatting down beside her as she sat down.

They both looked up as the only woman with Skinner's team came over to them.



She knew Elise, sent Carrie.
"Hi, I'm Jo, and you must be Carrie Hamilton," the woman said, perching on the edge of an upright log.
Carrietook the proffered hand and shook it politely.

"I knew your sigter,” she continued. "We worked together at Geshader." Her face clouded. "It wasa
blow to us dl when she was caught.”

Carrie nodded, not wanting to reopen that wound again. "Elise mentioned you. What brings you with
Skinner?' she asked.

"I'm here primarily as alanguage expert. When they got the groundcar, they caled me back from
Geshader to mon-itor the Valtegan radio transmissons since I'd picked up afair bit of the language. |
was glad to leave Geshader, | cantdll you.”

"Wasit that bad?' asked Carrie.
Jo shot her ahard look. ™Y ou don't want to know," she said, her tone flat.
Carriefdl slent, a alossto know what to say next.

"Say, we brought some coffee and food with us," said Jo. "1 expect you could do with acup. | know |
could.”

"Definitely one of the better Terran thingswe will haveto import,” said Kusac.

Jo gave him alook of stunned surprise, then stuck out her hand. "Hello. | didn't know you could speak
English sowdll," she said as Kusac's furry hand enveloped hers. "I mean, | knew you could, | heard your
Captain, but it just seems so strange to St beside you and see you doing it,” she faltered ashe let her
hand go.

"] don't mean to berude, but..."

"It'sdl right," said Kusac gently. "We dl react to Aliensin different ways. I'm Kusac, the Sholan
Telepath. | assureyou | redlly do understand.”

"I'm surel'll get used to you, but it isn't easy to... relax... in nonhuman company after the Vategans.
WEell change, we haveto. Thisisthe turning point for us, after dl." Shelooked a him sharply. "We can
trust you, can't we?'

Kusac threw back his head and roared with laughter. "It'salittle late for you to ask, but, yes," he
chuckled.

"We're primarily Traders, and our home planet has be-come quite cosmopolitan, thanks to the various
businessin-terests of the three species with whom we trade. Y ou have nothing to fear from us.

"Why don't you go and get your coffee. Well wait for you in the pod and have our own discussion to
rival theirs," he said, indicating the groundcar where Mito and the others—for several Terrans had joined
her at the hatchway— were standing and talking.

Jo grinned, redieved. "I'll be back inaminute.”

Carrie got up again as her brother came over.



"Weé're having coffee courtesy of Jo," she said. "Are you coming?’

"Try and stop me," he said. "Y ourethe only way I'll get alook insdethat pod of yours. | come way
down on the pri-ority ligt."

Vannaambled over with Hughes.

"Did | hear the name of that drink you've been going on about?' she asked Kusac. "What are we waiting
for?' Sheled theway.

Carrie hung back, |etting the others enter firgt.
"Y ou redly have been involved with Aliens before, haven't you?"

"It was part of my training," he said. "Alien Relationsis something | would have been involved with
anyway at some point in the future.”

He put an arm around her asthey followed the rest. "Now you've experienced the difference between
knowing up here," he tapped his head, "and understanding in the heart. Soon it will al fit together, don't
worry."

"There's definitely more to you than meetsthe eye," she said, dipping her arm around hiswaist. "Did you
notice Skai is back with his own people?’

Kusac snorted. "If that one vaues his skin, he had best stay at a distance from you."
"Theré's no need to antagonize him, Kusac."
"Me, antagonize him?' Heraised an eyeridge at her.

"Y ou know what | mean. He'sterrified of you aready af-ter what Garras said to him. He won't bother
meagan.”

"Y ou shouldn't have been listening, Carrie. That was an invasion of hisprivacy,” he said serioudy, looking
down & her and frowning.

"| takeit you don't you want to know what he said, then?"' she asked innocently as they stepped through
the hatch.

"Youimp! Yes, goon, tel me!" He grinned.

"Oh, nothing much. He just gave him acloselook at his hands and explained that Senior Sholan Officers
have the right to discipline their underlingsif they bresk the Cha-lenge code.”

Kusac began to chuckle softly.

"He adso said Skai could consder himsdlf lucky if he, Garras, got to him before you did," she added,
twisting out from under hisarm and skipping over to the galley where Vannastood.

"Shell drive you mad, you know," said Richard from be-hind him.
"Tel meabout it," Kusac said ruefully. " Sheé'sachild and awoman rolled into one."
Richard laughed. "I can see you aready know her well.

"It'svery compact in here," he continued, looking round the interior of the pod asthey joined the others.



"Cramped," corrected Kusac. "It's meant for six not seven, and was never intended to be amajor
electronics workshop aswell as emergency living quarters.”

Garras and histwo guests squeezed past them on their way back out.

"Skinner said we would be bunking in the groundcar,” said Richard. "Just aswdl if yourethis
overcrowded.”

"I expect well end up in whichever vehicle the tech crew isn't working in,” said Vanna. "It'sagood way
to get to know each other, though.”

"l supposeitis,” said Richard, sitting down on the bench seat that surrounded the column. ™Y ou know,"
he said, look-ing from oneto the other, "you don't redlly resemblefdinesat all when you're upright.”

Vannasat beside him and grinned, Sholan fashion, making Richard draw back dightly.
"It'sonly their smile," reassured Carrie quickly, and her brother relaxed.

"We heard all about Kusac's masquerade,” Vanna said. "We're an upright race like yours, but weve
retained the ability to travel more quickly on four legs when the need arises. | expect that capability will

disappear intime.”

"You'reso amilar to us, yet so different,” Richard said, "that it's unsettling. Being able to spesk our
language dmost makes you more Alien." Helooked sheepishly at hissgter. "Y ou've been through dl this.
| expect it soundsfoolish to you.”

"No, not at dl. | just seethings on adifferent level from you. With my mind, not my eyes.”
"You dwaysdid," hereplied. "I get the feding these peo-ple are more your kind than we are.”
"Can | comein?' asked Jo from the hatch.

"Of course," said Vanna. "Come and initiate me into the rites of making this strange beverage I've heard
S0 much about.”

Jo had brought the colony's equivaent of instant coffee and alarge thermal jug with her aswell as
powdered milk and sweetener. She made up alarge jugful which they car-ried outside. Mugs were
collected and drinks poured for ev-eryone, the tech personnd taking theirs with them to their work aress.

The smdl group that regrouped outside the pod to talk was comprised of Garras, Vanna, Carrie, Kusac,
Captain Skinner, Jo, and Richard.

"Thisisgood," said Vanna, spping her drink.

"What brought you to Keiss?' asked Skinner, pulling out apack of cigarettes and offering them around.
The Sholans declined, but Carrie accepted gladly.

"l ran out days ago," she said, digging her lighter out of her trouser pocket.
"Weve plenty in the groundcar,” said Jo, throwing her a pack.

"Two of our colony worlds were attacked without warning some six months ago,” said Garras, hisears
amogt flat againgt his skull with emation. "Every living person on both planetswas killed. Nothing was
taken, just ruthlesdy laid waste by massive air and ground attacks. Our people didn't even have thetime
to send out adistress signd. We ill have no ideawhy it was done.



"On one planet two Aliens bodies were found, bodies from a species unknown to any of the members of
theAllied

Worlds. Because of our impromptu stay on Keiss," he said with afaint touch of humor, "I can now
identify them asVdtegans”

Skinner nodded. "I can see we have acommon enemy.”

"We need to know where these Vategans come from and what they are doing. We a so need to know
why they utterly destroyed two of our worlds yet left you dive. This speciesis adanger to everyone,”
said Garras.

"Y ou mentioned the Allied Worlds," said Skinner. "How many of you arethere?

"Four core species, ourselves and three others with whom we have Trade tredties, but each colony isan
independent member of the Alliance."

"I presume you are each searching and patrolling your own sectors of space.”
Garras nodded. "Until now, we have drawn ablank on ev-ery world we've searched.”
"How did you happen to get shot down?"

"The Khalossa dropped a score of elght-man scouters like ours, each on athree-month recon mission.
We hit problems on the world before Keiss and told them we were running late. A new rendezvous was
arranged and we proceeded here.

"We hit turbulence on the way down and failed to notice the Valtegan presence until we were attacked.
Thefirst two shotstook out guidance, auto-distress, and communications, costing me my pilot and
navigator," said Garras, hispain again very evident.

"Thethird hit breached the hull and injured Kusac," said Vanna. "' Garras brought us down on manual and
we crashed on the edge of the forest.”

"I hit the auto-destruct and we took anything of use and left, only to walk straight into aVategan
groundcar attack,” said Garras. "Our engineer wasthe first man out." He stopped for amoment before
continuing.

"We returned fire, but we were pinned down in avehicle about to explode. Asluck would haveit,
Guynor managed to lob an explosive device close enough to the groundcar to take it out and we escaped
jugintime.

"We headed for the cover of the forest, knowing that among the trees we could pass for the indigenous
cats on thisworld, especialy since we'd made sure our dead went up with the scouter.

"We knew the generd location of thislife pod, so we headed for it." Garrastook asp of the coffee. He
wrinkled his nose with distaste and set it aside.

"Kusac was too badly injured to keep up with us, so we had to leave him hidden in some bushesto
follow uswhen he could," said Vanna. " Getting the information about the Vategans to the Khal ossa was
more important than one per-son'slife, even if hewasaTeepath.” Vannacast alook in Carrie's
direction, but the girl said nothing.

"You aren't till mad at me?* she asked Carrie, lgpsing into Sholan and putting her head on one Side, ears



flicking.

Carrie looked puzzled. "Why should | be mad at you, Vanna?' she asked in the same language.
"Back at the cave you were mad at me for leaving your lover behind.”

Carrieflushed, looking away. "Heisnt my lover, Vanna," she said quietly.

"Why not?' The Sholan sounded surprised.

Garras frowned. "Vanna," he warned.

Vannaturned to Garras. "I'm only asking why not," she said. "It'saress..." she ssumbled over the word,
"... far quedion.”

Carrie began to panic. She couldn't cope with this sudden interest in her private life. Why was Vanna
asking her, and in front of everyone ese? 1t wasn't like her at dll.

"Leaveit, Vanng" said Kusac mildly.

Carriefdt her hair being touched and instantly turned around. Kusac had taken hold of alock of it and
wasidly winding it between hisfingers.

He grinned up at her from where he lay propped against alump of wood. Carrie turned reluctantly back
to the con-versation.

"l want to know," inssted Vanna. "Y ou love each other, so where isthe problem?”

Why wasn't Kusac saying something? Why was heletting Vannatak like this. She reached for him
mentaly but found him unconcerned, not seeing the questions as either athreat or an intrusion.

You're too far away, he complained, leaning forward to pick her up with both hands.
She gasped, taken by surprise not only at his action but at the strength required to do it.
He put her down beside the curve of his body, keeping his hands around her wais.
"Vanng," warned Garras again, "1 won't have thisinterfer-ence.

"Solitude, Vanna," purred Kusac in reply, putting his chin on Carri€'s shoulder. " She's too important to
me for any-thing less"

Carrie was utterly bewildered. Why was he behaving like this? What she felt of him through the Link was
strange and confused.

Are Carries tickly? came the thought as, with aflash of humor, hisfingers began to tickle her ribs.

She squeded, knocking hismug over as she squirmed out of his grasp. She picked it up as she backed a
short distance away from him.

"Kusac, what on earth is up with you?" she demanded, keeping a safe distance between them.

Garras leaned forward and took the mug from her, glan-cing over to where aburst of laughter came from
the tech group.

"A mild euphoric?' he said, raising an eyeridge at both Kusac and Vanna. "1 think this coffee hasa



gronger effect than thet,” he said in English.
"Oh, no," said Jo, trying hard not to laugh. "It doesn't make you drunk, doesit?'

"I'm afraid coffee will have to be restricted to off duty pe-riodsonly,” he said. "Vanna, go and brew some
strong c'shar for our lot, and take Kusac with you!" He handed her the mug.

"Yes, Captain,” she said, getting unsteadily to her feet. She siwayed gently on her way to the hatch,
Kusac forgotten.

"I'mfine, gr," said Kusac, sraightening up.

Garras shook his head. "On second thought, you'd prob-ably be better out here since you're a Telepath.
Did it have this effect on him before?' he asked Carrie,

"Not that | noticed, but then our coffeeisn't as strong as Jo's."

There was another burst of laughter from the groundcar. "I'd better go and sort them out,” Garras said,
getting to hisfeet. "Excuse me, Captain Skinner, I'll be back inaminute.”

Jo gave way tofits of laughter.

"I'm sorry, Carrie," she chuckled. "I know it's not redlly that funny. Maybe if they take their coffee very
week?'

"Maybe," said Carrie, stlanding up and turning to stare at the hatchway. The pod interior was dways
illuminated and in the gdley she could see Vannamaking up ajug of c'shar.

Mito and Guynor trooped past her and through the hatch followed by Garras. When he reached the
galey, he spoketo Vannabriefly, then she went off to look in her medikit. When she returned, she added
the contents of a sachet to the c'shar.

"Carrie," said Skinner, trying to draw her attention.

She turned—and found herself flying backward through the air to be caught by Kusac just before she hit
the ground.

"Hdlo," hesad, grinning down at her.
Stunned, shelay across hisarms for amoment before struggling to sit up. He helped her.

With athestrical sigh, she leaned back against him and shut her eyes for asecond. "Y e Gods," she said.
"What am | going to do with you? A six-foot drunken, playful felinel™ She groaned.

"Don't you dare say that," she snapped at him as he opened his mouth.
Helooked hurt and sent images of being misunderstood to her.
She pulled hisear. "Behave," she admonished him.

Vannacame out bearing afresh mug, obvioudy making an effort to wak straight. She held it out to
Kusac.

"Drink this," shesaid. "It'll work in about ten minutes.”

"I'd rather not, thank you, Vanna," he said lazily.



"Orders” shesad.
Hetook it. "But | fed good," hesaid. "I haven't felt so relaxed in days.”
"So have some more tonight,” she said before going back into the pod.

Carrie remained where she was for the moment, Kusac's mellow mood relaxing her, too. Then, abruptly,
she sat up beside him so they were no longer touching. Once again, be-cause they'd been in contact for
too long, sheld felt their heightened sengtivity start to build.

Kusac looked and felt disappointed, but he accepted it and began to drink the c'shar. However, not to
betotdly besten, histail flipped onto her |gp and lay there, the tip gently flicking.

Garras returned with his own mug of c'shar and sat down with them again. He grinned a Skinner.
"About that coffee of yours," he began.
Carrie began to laugh, getting a puzzled ook from the other Terrans.

"Y ou'reaTrader through and through, Garras," she chuckled. "Captain Skinner, he's going to suggest
that our coffee will sdll asan exotic hot acoholic beverage to the Sholans, atotally unique drink. Keiss
will make afortune out of that alone, never mind any other trade goods.

"May | suggest that you get Jo to draft atrade agreement with Captain Garras on behdf of hisClan as
the mgjor im-porters of coffeg, citing you asthe suppliers? If you dont, then Earth islikely to pick up this
contract, and, quite hon-estly, why should they? Keiss needs the interplanetary trade.”

Captain Skinner looked startled.

"She'sright,” said Kusac. "AsaTeepath, I've done basic training with the Judiciary, so | can seethe
contract's phrased correctly, and my signature on it should carry someweight.”

Carrie glanced sharply at Garrasthen at Kusac. Thiswasthefirst time sheéld picked up the Sholan
Captain's curiosity over Kusac's background.

As Skinner thought the trade idea through, she began to check her inherited memories of Kusac. She
soon gave up, finding only memories of afamily that though loving had a strong sense of respongibility.
Sheobvioudy didn't know what to look for and so was unlikedly to find anything.

"lan't it somewhat irregular to do that?" Skinner asked.
"Probably," said Kusac, "but I'll make sure the agreement will hold up in the Courts.”
Skinner looked at Garras, who nodded.

"Teepathswork closaly with the Judges as Truthsayers and Oathtakers because they can tell when a
personislying. Their Sgnature givesthe officia sed of gpprovd to any contracts.”

"Jo?" Skinner asked.

"Gofor it, Captain. It'll ensure that we have avoice of our own once official negotiations start among
Earth, Keiss, and the Sholans.”

"It seemslike we have aded, then," said Skinner, looking around the group of mixed Sholans and
Terrans. He held his hand out to Garras, who hesitated briefly then took it.



Skinner's grasp was firm enough to trigger Garras claws and the Sholan quickly put his other hand on
top of the Terran'sto release himself.

"It takes very little pressure to extend our claws," he said, checking the other's hand to see no damage
had been done.

Skinner looked &t the five dight indentations. "Weve alot to learn about each other,” he said. "What do
you do when you sed abargain?'

"I think thisismy field," said Jo. "Carrie, you'll help mewon't you? Language, behavior, and cusoms are
0 cdlosy linked, fter dl.”

"If I'm not needed for anything else" said Carrie, picking up the other woman's thought that once this
episode was over, Carriewould find life very dull indeed if she had noth-ing challenging to occupy her.

Carrieleaned forward to help herself to more coffee. While appreciating the gesture, she hoped Jo was
wrong. She was a Telepath like Kusac and she wanted to work with him as one. Among the Sholans her
mental abilitieswere at least understood in part. Here on Keiss among the Terran community she was
amost consdered to have some kind of mental illness. Well, unless she was much mistaken, it wasthe
Terrans who would have to change their attitude about people like her.

"Y ou mentioned the Erasmus,” she heard Skinner say.
"Yes" replied Garras. "Once the Khalossa is here, there is no need for your ship to turn back to Earth.”
"What if dl our attemptsto reach your ship fail?"

"We're due to rendezvous with the Khalossa in ten days time," said Garras. "If wefail to contact them
within aday of that they will comelooking for us. Obvioudy, they will be dert for trouble and the
outcome will be the same, but it may take longer to subdue the Vategansif our people are unprepared.

"We're working againgt time because the Vategans were able to get hold of our ship's computer crystd.
If they can manage to read it, they will have star charts for an immense area of our space aswell asthe
location of the other planets our people were checking and the route for the Khalossa. We need to
contact the M othership as soon as possible and dert them to the potentia danger weredl in." Garras
stopped as Vanna came through the hatch.

"Everyonesfit for duty again, Sir,” shesaid.
Garras nodded. "Carry on."

He turned back to Skinner. "Asfor the Erasmus, once the trouble hereis cleared up, we can send a
couple of tugsto bring your ship directly here."

Skinner digested thisin a stunned silence. "The next step will be to contact Earth and bring various
leaders herefor talks, | expect.”

Garras nodded.
"Will we become part of your Allied Worlds?' asked Jo.

"It'snot that smple,” said Garras. "In the norma course of events, there would be negotiationstaking
severd years, atria membership period, then, if al went well and you had the capacity for interstellar
flight—either devel oped by your-saves or gained through trade—you would be offered full membership.



"However, the Alliance is on awar footing at the mo-ment, your sector of space—here at least—backs
onto our colonized area and the Vategans are known here. We need this sector adequately patrolled and
we are stretched too thinly to protect another species.”

Kusac retrieved histail and moved closar.

"Given the fact that you are the only other Telepathic spe-cieswe have met," he said, "for that reason
aone our people will surdly push for you achieving full membership as swiftly aspossble. Infact, that
may well prove to be the pivotal reason. With more Telepaths on our scout crafts, the better our chance
at sensing the Vategans presence before their insruments pick us up.”

"Then why didn't you sense them when you approached Keiss?' asked Jo.
"Like Captain Garras and Mito, | was off duty, adeep,” said Kusac.

"Maran, our pilot, ignored my orders, deciding that there was no need to wake us as we agpproached
Kess" said Garras. "His overconfidence cost him hislife.”

"Y ou keep mentioning Telepaths" said Skinner, lighting another cigarette. "What exactly do you mean?
Reading mindsand dl that?"

AsKusac garted to explain, Carrie's attention began to drift. Fedling restless, she got to her feet, moving
out from the shelter of the trees. Shelooked out over the salt marsh-land to where the sun sat hidden
behind a sea haze. Dusk was only a couple of hours away.

The sense of disguiet wouldn't leave her, in fact it was growing stronger now that she wasin the open.
Mentally, she began to search, checking the people on their idet first. Nothing there, nor in the
surrounding swamp. As her eyes were drawn upward, she sensed the Vategans presence. She could
fed the high-pitched keening of the engines deep within her skull. Turning, she ydled to the others.

"Incoming cargo ship! Get under cover!"

They froze, looking at each other in bewilderment, Sholansand Terrans dike.

She ran back to where sheld been sitting.

"What're you waiting for?' she demanded. "Theré's acargo ship about to land. Can't you hear it?"

She had felt Kusac's thought go out the instant she had called and she looked to him now for
confirmation. Asthe noise grew to an unbearable pitch, she clapped her hands over her ears, trying to
reduceit.

Kusac began to dowly shake his head in negation, then stopped.
"She'sright,” he said, scrambling to hisfeet and diving for the hatchway to kill the pod lights.

Garras shouted orders to the Sholans, who instantly |eft their work and began to double-check the
camouflage.

"How long?' Garras demanded of her.
Carrie scanned the sky. Therewas till no visble sgn of the craft.

"l don't know," she said. "Y ou're the Captain, you gaugeit from the noise.”



Garras pulled her hand away from her ear. "Thereis no noise, Carrie.”
"Don't beridiculous,” shesaid. "l can hear it clear... Oh, it's stopped.”

Overhead, there was afaint boom followed by the dmost inaudible whine of engines. The noise seemed
tofill theair.

Blankets were thrown over the equipment and the Sholans headed back to the pod at arun.

"Captain Skinner," said Garras, turning back to the Terran, "'l suggest you and your men return to your
craft.”

Even as he spoke, the Terrans had come to the same con-clusion.

In the pod, Carrie headed for the externa view screen.

"Can you changethe angle of vison?' she asked Mito.

Mito looked at Garras, who nodded, coming closer.

"Usethese controls,” said Mito, showing her aset of keys on the keyboard.

Carrielooked at them in frugtration. "I can't use them,” she said. "They're madefor you. If | had
fingernails..." she spread her hands for Mito to see.

Mito looked at them, aghast. "I'll doit," she said. "What direction do you want?'
"Up for the moment. Track the cargo ship down."

They watched the dot on the screen get gradudly larger, stubby wings extended to dow it down. It lined
up to gp-proach from the seaward side and asit logt dtitude, it went beyond the range of their scanner.

"Therésmore," murmured Carrie, her eyes focused somewhere beyond the screen. "Turn the scanner
180°. There should be three groundcars on their way to the base now. Are wein contact with Captain
Sinner?'

"Yes," sad Garras. "He gave me one of their wrist com-municators.”
"Then warn him to keep under cover. The groundcarswill passwithin five hundred meters of here.”

Suddenly, shefdt light-headed and grabbed hold of the console for support. A hand reached out to
support her and, gratefully, shelet go and turned away from the screen.

"I'll leaveit to you, Mito," she said tiredly, exhausted by the energy it had cost her to search for the
danger.

"Well done," said Garras as she went past him with Kusac.

Kusac settled her on her bunk and went over to the gdley where VVanna was dready getting aprotein
drink ready.

"She'sgood,” said Vanna, handing him the drink and atrail bar.

"Very," agreed Kusac. "1 know of only one other person with that range. | wonder how rare her. Talent

IS



"I have afeding Carrie's breadth of Taent isdueto her upbringing rather than anything ese" said Vanna.
Carrie opened her eyes and sat up when he returned, ac-cepting the drink and bar from him.

He squatted down beside her. Now will you believe you have a valid place among us?

She could fed hispridein her work.

Yes, she sent, but you have to admit that you're biased. | only need to exist to have a valid place as
far asyou're con-cerned.

"Here are the groundcars,” said Mito, "and there are three of them! How did you know they were
coming?'

"I've dways had agood sense of danger,” Carriesaid. "I didn't know what it wastill | looked, and there
they were."

"They've gone," said Mito with asigh, "and they didn't notice anything.”
"Isit safenow?" asked Garras.
"Yes" replied Kusac.

"Right. Welve only got about an hour of daylight left, so let's get on with the job at hand and discussthe
implications of that cargo ship and the groundcars|later,” said Garras, go-ing to the hatch and opening it.

Carrie drained her mug and moved to get up.
"No, you stay hereand rest,” said Kusac. "If you prefer, I'll go outside with the others.”

Carrielaughed. ™Y ou certainly know how to charm awoman,” she said. "Those eyes of yourswould melt
stone! No, please stay,” she said, serious for the moment. "What isit that you want to talk about?"

"Only that tomorrow | need to start showing you how we will work as ateam. Theresaway we can
Link that will a-low you to use me asabattery. You'l still be doing the work, but I'll help provide the
energy so you need never overtire yourself asyou did just now.”

Outside, they heard Garras greet Captain Skinner.

"Y ou were asking about Telepathy, Captain. Y ou've just had apractical demonstration of one of its
uses"

Chapter 10

As dusk approached, arrangements were made to exchange food and personne between the two ships.
Skinner, assum-ing correctly that the Sholans were dready living on emer-gency rations and that they had
samilar tastesin food, had made sure the groundcar was well enough provisioned for both.

Since the techs were working on an interface using com-ponents from the Vategan vehicle, he suggested
that Mito and Guynor stay there overnight and continue their work with his crew, It was decided that
Richard and Jo would re-main in the pod to even up the numbers since space was at a premium for both
parties. Garras elected to return to his own craft, bringing Skai with him.

Without the stress of Guynor's company, and with the ad-dition of red food, their mea was more
convivid than the night before.



"How arethey getting on?" asked Kusac.

"Theinterfaceisnt aproblem,” Garras replied. "They've found a diagnostic port in the groundcar which
looks like a standard item. We hopeit will be duplicated on their base, but if not, they say that jump
leads will work though they'll take longer.”

"We're getting there," said Skai confidently, putting down his plate.
"What about Mito's software problem?* asked Carrie.

"Nothing new at the present,” said Garras. " She's dtill working oniit.”
Kusac nodded.

"Ska," said Vanna, getting up and handing him her plate, "you're on dish washing duty tonight. Y ou know
whereev-erything is™”

Sheturned away, leaving him spluttering into his coffee as she collected her medikit.

"Kusac, | want to check your shoulder," she said in atone that brooked no arguments. "Y ou've put me
off long enough.”

Kusac got to hisfeet with agroan. "Very well," he said, moving over to her bunk.
Richard did himsdf aong the floor to where hissster .

"| forgot to give thisto you earlier,” he said, handing her asmall drab green package. "It's one of our-
coverdls. | thought you'd be glad of achange of clothing by now."

Carrie gave him aswift hug. "Y oure wonderful!" she said.
"While we've got afew moments, tell me what's been happening,” he continued quietly.
Whilethey talked, Jo turned to Garras. "What's your planet like, Captain?' she asked.

Garras roused himsdlf from hisreverie. "Not dissmilar from here," he said. "Partidly forested, with large
areas of rolling farmlands and estates where our Familieslive."

"Don't you have citiesand industry ?*
"We have many large cities, but our heavy industry isnow donein space.”

"On Earth, our home planet, most people live and work inthe cities," shesaid. "I'm afraid our heavy
industry istill on the planet's surface.”

Garras eyeswidened with surprise. Y our atmosphere must be heavily polluted, and what about the
land? Y our cit-ies must sprawl over most of the surface.”

"They do," shereplied. "Unfortunatdly, it's proved diffi-cult to persuade businessmen to move into space.
We have our research stations there though, where they handle dan-gerous viruses and the like. At least
itsadart.”

"I hope you don't plan to do the same here," said Garras, wrinkling hisnosein distaste at the thought.

"At first welll have to. We need to get the raw materiasto get into space before we can build there.”



"Don't you mine the moons or asteroids on your home world?"
"Yes, but the costs are high, I'm told, and we certainly haven't got that kind of equipment on Keiss."

"Y oung lady, when our diplomats get started, make sure you tell them you need help to start mining those
moons up there," said Garras, pointing to the roof of the pod. "Believe me, the number of craft you will
need to defend this area of space, let done your homeworld, will necessitate you min-ing off planet. To
do it any other way would beto strip this beautiful world bare.”

Jo was taken aback by the force of hiswords.

"My people would never allow this planet to be so wan-tonly used without offering to help you. Make
sureyou ask them.”

"But it won't be without cost,” she retorted. "How do you know we can pay, or will?'

"The cost will be little more than helping to keep this sec-tor of space free from the Valtegans and, of
course, Trade agreements between our planets,”" he said. "Do you think thistoo high aprice?"

"No," shefdtered. "Why should you be so dtruistic?'

Garras sighed. "I've told you. Y our space borders on ours, therefore it benefits us both. With you
guarding our backs, we can concentrate on the areas of space where we have no near dliesto help us.”

"Garrad" cdled Vanna. "Come and see this"
Carrie scrambled over to see what was wrong with Kusac.
"What isit?" she demanded, trying to see past the Medic.

"Nothing, that'swhat it is" she said. "Only bare skin— dightly red | admit—but there should be a
wound."

"Explain,” said Garras, peering at Kusac's shoulder.
"We haveaHeder in Carrie," Vannasaid quietly, "and a damned good one at that.”
"Youresure?!

"Look for yoursdf," sheretorted. "Thereisn't asign of that wound! What would you call it? 1 know |
used Fasthed, but it doesn't work anywhere near thisfast!”

Garras rubbed hisjaw thoughtfully.

"That amplifiesthings," he said. He switched into Sholan briefly. "If shesaHeder, then any kind of
disciplinary ac-tion againg ether of them would be minimal.”

"Nor any question of anything but the minimum of tests once she proves she can Hedl," said Vanna
triumphantly, grinning at Kusac.

Garrastouched Kusac's shoulder briefly.

"Leave everything to me," hesaid. "Y our Leskaand you arein no danger now. Y ou realize you will both
haveto leave Keiss, don't you?'

Kusac nodded. "We know," he said briefly. "Are you fin-ished with me now?" he asked Vanna, spesking



in English again.

"Yes," shesad. "Thereis nothing more for meto do with that wound now it's healed. | assumethe fur
will grow back normdly."

"What'sdl the fuss about?' demanded Skai, coming over.

"Carrie healed Kusac'swound," said Vanna.

"Heded? How?'

"I'm not sure,” replied the bemused Carrie as she gently fingered the new skin.

"Don't worry about it," said Kusac, reaching up to move her hand away. "When the need comes again,
you'll beabletodoit.”

"What's s0 specia about being aHeder?' she asked.

"We have very few Hedlers and our people believe they have been blessed by Vartra. They're treated
with an dmod religiousawe.”

Carriefrowned. "I don't want that," she said. "Do we haveto tell anyone?’

"Yes, wedo," said Vannafirmly. "It makes your relation-ship to Kusac more important and inviolablein
the eyes of our authorities, and believe me, that does matter.”

"Wherever we go, we're going to be different in one way or another, aren't we? Will we find anywhere to
bejust us?' Carrie asked, sitting down beside Kusac.

"I'm surewe will," he said quietly. He reached acrossto hislocker and pulled her brush out.
Vannadrifted away on slent feet, leaving them done.

Relax, he thought to her. We are together. All iswell for the moment. He began to brush her hair
dowly.

"That's something | need to do," said Garras, going over to his pack and digging out his brush. "My fur
fedsgritty and I'm shedding over everything. Vanna, could | possibly ask you to hep? Asafavor, if not
by inclination,” he added, seeing her hesitation.

Vannagrinned and her ears dipped in pleasure. "1 accept theinvitation,” she murmured, taking the brush
fromhim.

Richard and Jo watched the grooming session for afew minutes before Skal cdled their attention away.
"It'saritud with them," hesaid. "Asfar as| can gather, it's only done by their partner or aclosefriend.”
"Theres some amilarity, then, to the cat family on Earth,”" said Jo thoughtfully.

"Only superficidly,” Skai replied. "If you start thinking that way, you'll underestimate them. They arefar
more tech-nicaly advanced than us, and somehow, | don't think an-other species gave them that
technology. They worked it out themsdves the hard way."

"What do you make of them?' Jo asked.

"So far, they've been aboveboard with everything, but they have to be at the moment, don't they?"



"Don't you trust them?" asked Richard.
"These ones, more or less, but keep an eye out for Guynor. He's amean bastard and he doesn't like us.”
"You surpriseme,”" said Jo. "1 found him pleasant this af-ternoon. Perhaps he only didikesyou.”

"Lady, I've done nothing to him. It's Carrie hetook adis-liketo, not me," replied Skai, helping himsdf to
more cof-fee.

"Why her? Because of Kusac?'

"Yougotitinone. They had ascrap over her and Kusac won. | know she'syour sster,” he said
gpologeticaly to Richard, "but he objected to him getting so friendly with her.”

Richard glowered a him. "So did you, | expect.”
"Me?t's had nothing to do with me since | saw which way the wind blew," he said sharply.

Richard sghed. "Y ou've no ideawhat's happening, have you? Y ou just assume what you consder the
worst. What about you, Jo?'

"Uh?' shesad, sartled. "I've nothing on which to base an opinion.”

"Kusac isaTdepath," explained Richard. "Whether you believeinit or not, that ishiscrew rating. Sois
Carrie. Jo, you knew Elise had astrong tel epathic bond with Carrie, didn't you? Elise had an infinite pain
tolerance because it was Carrie who felt her pain. That'swhy she gave nothing away to the Vategans
under torture. She couldn't fed any-thing, it was Carrie who suffered the torture—and us," he said
bitterly, "we had to try to help her. That last time she not only suffered the pain, but also some of the
injuriesthe Vdtegansinflicted."

"Oh, my God," whispered Jo, her face ashen. "How awful for you dl."

"There was nothing we or anyone could do for either of them," said Richard harshly, rdiving the scene
again. He shook hishead, trying to dispd the images.

"The shock of experiencing Elise's death nearly took Carrie, too, but then something happened. Or rather
some-one. Kusac. He'd been left by his people when their scouter crashed, and somehow, he picked up

Carri¢smind at the crucia time when she was about to dip away from us. He saved her life, but at acost
to both of them.” Hefdll glent.

"What wasit?' asked Jo at length.

Helooked up. "Apparently, among the Sholans there are rare pairings of Telepaths. Their minds bond
irreversbly to each other in away no one understands fully. That bond lastsfor life."

"And that's what has happened to them?' asked Jo.

Richard nodded.

Skai shifted uncomfortably. "How do you know al this?*

"Carriejust told me, inaway | couldn't disbelieve," he responded wryly.

"I know what you mean," said Skal, aflash of humor briefly lighting hisface.



"Whét is she going to do about it?"

"There's nothing she can do, Jo," he sighed. "L uckily, they seem to be the ones least concerned about it.
I'mtelling you two just to set the record straight,” he said, staring pointedly at Skai. "There will be one
hell of arow about them anyway, but | won't have anyone spreading mdiciouslies.”

"Tell Skinner about it, then," Jo advised.

"No, that's for Captain Garrasto do. He's dready had aword with me about the matter. Just make sure
that any idle chatter is put straight, that'sal | ask.”

Theclick of claws on the meta floor drew their attention and they turned round to see Vanna
approaching.

"Were going to dim the lights now," she said. "Just pick abunk and some bedding and make yoursalves
comfortable. I'm turning on the outsde monitor so well know wheniit'slight. If you need anything, Ska
knowswhereitis.

"There aren't enough bunksto go round,” said Skai, "and one ill has eectronicsonit.”

"Garrasand | are bunking on the floor tonight,” shere-plied, turning to switch on the monitor. "Good
night.”

Skal raised an eyebrow to the others. "Looks like Vanna got an invitation she couldn't refuse,” he said.

"More likely didn't want to," countered Richard. " She strikes me as the sort of woman who knows her
ownmind." Hegot to hisfeet, yawning. "I'm turning in now. Good night.”

"Tell memore about Carrie," said Jo, taking her cigarettes out and lighting one.
"What do you want to know?" asked Skai.
"Their Tdepathy, what do they actudly do when they work?" v

"Noidea. They go off on their own when they work to-gether. Asto what they achieve, Carrie found the
cave where the Sholans were hiding and between them they found the exact location of this pod. They
aso telepathicaly taught the other Sholans English.”

"Then there was the cargo ship and the three groundcars,” added Jo thoughtfully. " Perhaps there's more
than telepathy involved.”

"Y ou should know. Weren't you Elise's contact?’

"Not like that," Jo denied quickly. " She passed informa-tion to me at Geshader so that | could bring it out
with mewhen| left.”

Skal shrugged. "Then ask Vanna. Shel'stheir Medic and she's been collecting data from the three of us.
From me, it's been some medica and cultura stuff. From the other two I've no idea, but | presumeit'sto
dowith their Link. Why are you asking dl these questions anyway?'

"Skinner asked meto. Y ou don't mind, do you?'
"Carry on. | don't fed like deeping yet anyway."

‘Tell me about Carrie and Kusac. What was the fight with Guynor actually about?’



Ska sighed. "Again, | don't really know since | don't speak their language, but it pretty definitely involved
Kusac'sfriendlinesswith Carrie.

"Guynor went for her firgt, but Vanna stopped him, then he attacked Kusac."
"IsGuynor interested in Carrie?"
"Don't be daft," said Skai with alaugh. "He hates her and Kusac equaly.

"After the fight, they went off for about haf an hour. They werealot friendlier when they came back," he
added meaningfully. "She'sjust like her sster, acdculating bitch out for what she can get, no matter what
it takes. In Carri€'s case, from these Sholans.”

Jo raised an eyebrow.

Skal had the grace to look away. "No, well | suppose not that friendly. Guynor did make ahell of amess
of hisshoul-der," he admitted reluctantly.

"I don't agree with your opinion of Carrie," said Jo, pull-ing atin out of her pocket and stubbing her
cigaretteout init. "1'd say she's beginning to find out who sheisfor thefirst timein her life. Elise's
charismatended to get her what she wanted irrespective of what it cost anyone e se, includ-ing her twin.

"Carrie's not like that from what I've seen of her. | reckon she was actuadly the stronger of the two—she
would haveto beto put up with asister like Elise."

Jo looked appraisingly at Skai. "Y ou're pretty enough to look at, but Carrie wouldn't see that. Asfor
Elise, yes, you'd appesdl to her. She only ever used her eyes. Carrie doesn't, she looks deeper.”

"What d'you mean by that?" he asked, bridling at the im-plied insult.

Jo shrugged. "Just that Carrie strikes me as someone who aways thinks things through. Elise never did.
Sheredlly thought she could do what she liked and get away with it. That's how they caught her.”

"There's nothing to choose between them!™ said Skai an-grily. "They both seem incapable of having a
relationship with their own people and have turned to Aliensinstead. Look a Carrie earlier. She didntt
gtand with us, she waswith the Sholans. She's dwaysin their company!"

Jo shook her head. "It isn't that straight cut, Skai. Elise chose to go to Geshader to get the information we
needed to fight the Vategans. Y ou hardly knew her. Sheredly did hate them.

"Skinner wanted a couple of people on the inside and Elise volunteered. | got asked to go on an
occasiond basisbecause I'm alinguist and they hoped | could pick up their language.

"Carrie and Kusac—well, they have a Telepathic link and obvioudy Carrie trusts him. He'sthe only
gablething in her life at the moment. Look at al the changes she's gone through in the last two months,
garting with Elise's capture and death. I1t'sawonder she's il dive and sane!

"It'saso obvious they carealot for each other, but what the nature of that caring is, | don't know."

"Well, | do. They're dwaysin each other's company, they even deep together. She won't let anyone else
touch her!"

"Meaning you. Elise was the same. Perhapsiit's part of being what they are, Telepaths. Asfor the
Sholans, I've no-ticed how tactile a species they are among themsalves, not just Carrie and Kusac? She
turned to look at the bunks nearby. "And they're deeping separately, Ska."



"Well, they would here, wouldn't they?"

"Vannaand Garras don't seem to have aproblem,” she re-plied, nodding to where the two Sholans were
quietly enjoy-ing each other's company. "In fact, they seem to have amuch more relaxed attitude than we
do."

"Haveit your ownway," he snapped, getting up. "Y ou're as bad asthey are. I'm going to bed.”
Jo let him settle down before she took the remaining bunk. She had alot to think about.

Time passed dowly the next day. After reporting in to Skinner, Jo resumed her task monitoring the radio
output and Skai and VVannawere put to work fetching, carrying, and holding various items of equipment.
Richard continued help-ing Anders.

Kusac pleaded the need for himself and Carrie to work on their "disguise” for the Valtegans and so they
were ableto retire to a quiet area some meters distant from the others. There he drilled her in the basics
of shielding out unwanted contacts, lengthening her concentration span, and preventing energy leakages.
Together they worked on building amore powerful illusion than she had previoudy done.

It was as grudling atask asthat facing the rest of the crew, more so in fact because the results were less
tangible.

The afternoon break came, and with it more delays. They had al gathered in the space between- the two
craft to drink coffee and c'shar. Vannaand Skai had provided a snack to see them through until dusk.

"Mito, what's the current status of the interface?' asked Garras.

"Guynor and Nelson are handling the find stages now. I've gone back to trying to work out aprogram to
interro-gate the VVategan computer in the base," she said, munching one of the newly madetrail bars.

"I'm till no further dong. Without accessto Vategan software, the best program | can write would il
take more than a couple of hoursto run. Apart from the physical dan-ger of discovery, our eectronic
presence is bound to be no-ticed by the Vategan computer.”

"Can our companions,” Garrasindicated where Skinner sat, "not suggest any way around your problem?”

"I've an ideathat might work, if you'reinterested,” Anders volunteered, glancing first at Garras, the
accepted leader of the assorted crews, then at Skinner, his own supe-rior officer.

"Goon," urged Skinner.

"It was something we used to do at college to keep one step ahead of our tutors,” he explained. "All
computers tend to leak radio frequency data, and we used to eavesdrop on our lecturer's reports as he
was typing them out. Wed dow down the signd, then decodeit.”

Keground to ahdt under Mito'sintense stare. Her eyes had narrowed to vertical dits and she looked
amost ferd as her earsflicked repeatedly.

"Yes," shehissed. "It would work. We could monitor their transmissions at the Base, picking up the
gpare Sgndsfrom the various computer terminas.”

"Wed haveto be close, though,” said Guynor, leaning forward in his enthusiasm.

"How close?' demanded Garras.



"With our scanner, maybe as close as ahundred meters,” he replied.
"How long would it take to get enough data?"

"A day, perhapstwo,” replied Mito, focusing her eyes again. "It depends on how often they communicate
between the departments by computer. With the cargo ship in, it should be more frequently. We'd need
to butcher the record-ing module on the pod, though.”

Garaswaved an arm expansively. "Do it. The pod is of no real long-term useto us. Take what you
need. Who do you want to accompany you?"

"It will haveto be one of your men," she replied, looking at Skinner. "We don't know our way to the
Base, nor their patrol patterns.”

"It had better be Anders, then,” Skinner replied, "sinceit was hisidea.”

Anders nodded. "Any chance of alift?' he asked. "I'd es-timate we're over aday from the Base whether
we head out straight from here or go back to our usud route.”

A sghwent up from Terrans and Sholans dlike. Skinner squinted up at the sky.

"Run acheck on the radar, Peterson, seeif there's any traffic about. Jo, see what you can pick up on the
radio." Heroseto hisfeet. "If it's quiet now, well take you out before dark.”

Those named legpt their feet, speeding away to gather the equipment and information they needed.
Vannacdled Kusac over to help her put some provisions together for them.

As hefollowed her to the hatch, ahand grasped him roughly by the arm, swinging him round and
damming him againg the outer hulll.

Guynor tood in front of him, teeth bared.

"I haven't forgotten you, Kusac," he snarled. "I intend to see you brought to tria for your conduct. | may
not be able to get you myself thistime, but I'll seethe law does! And if it doesn't, you'd better spend the
rest of your life looking over your shoulder." With that, he thrust Kusac aside and strode through the
hatch.

He'd bardly had time to react when Carrie came flying over.

"What isit? What happened?' she demanded, hel ping him up.

"It'sdl right, it'snothing,” he said, giving her hand are-assuring squeeze.

"Guynor," shesad. "Hishaeisdrivinghiminsane! Tdl Garras."

"No, leaveit, Carie," he said asthey went into the pod. ""He can't harm me."

"Then I'll tell him," she said, gtaking over to the Captain.

"Cariel" he cdled after her but sheignored him.

When told, Garras shot alook first at Kusac, then at Guynor. He turned back to Carrie.
"I'll keep an eye on him and warn the others” he said.

For the next half hour everything was done at breakneck speed to get the equipment out of the pod, and



the groundcar ready for takeoff.

"Get back as soon asyou can,” said Garras, watching Mito clamber safely into the vehicle. " Send your
first report a midday, and your next at dusk, the same the next day. Y ou're more likely to escape notice
lying in low cover. Leave your jacket with me."

Mito unbuckled her belt and, taking the jacket off, handed them both to Garras.

"Dont take any risks: getting that information back to usisyour main objective,” he continued.
"Yes, Captain,” shereplied, then ducked into the interior of the groundcar.

"He fusses like aden mother," she said, belting into her seat beside Anders.

"If I've got my factsright, he'sentitled to," he said, grin-ning back. "Unlike us, you have no military
traning a al and are purdly civilians on areconnai ssance mission that went wrong."

Mito turned to look at the Terran communications officer. She was growing to like this man with the
piercing blue eyes—a shade unknown on Shola—and the crop of curly fair hair atop aweather-beaten
face. That face wrinkled again in good humor as he reacted to her scrutiny. She lowered her ears,
looking away as her tail flicked with embarrassment.

"I don't mind," he said. "We must look as strange to you as you do to us."

"Weareamilitary unit," she said, trying to cover her con-fusion with talk, "but not geared for combat on
thismisson."

"Ah, I got thewrong end of the stick. Sorry," he said. "Actudly, I'm glad of this opportunity to work with
you. There are many things| want to ask."

Mito'stall flicked again, thistime with annoyance a her-sdlf. Thiswasridiculous! These men from
another world were too compelling, too mae. She found herself dmost re-sponding to him asif hewere
Sholan. It would not do.

Hard on that thought came another; was this the attraction that Kusac felt toward Carrie? She banished
the notion, knowing it to be foolish. Leskas were bonded mentaly first. Still, she had better be wary of
hersdf.

"What do you want to know?" she asked, keeping her voice neutrd.

"About your ships, your people, your planet. Anything that will help us understand each other better,” he
said. "We're going to be working closdly with you Sholansfor along time to come and we need to
explorethose gray areas of cultura differences where misunderstandings could arise. Some of ushaveto
pave theway for the diplomats. We aren't used to sitting down on friendly termswith an Alien culture.”

She shrugggd. It was obvious that he was more interested in factsthan in her. "Ask away."
The next two days passed uneventfully for thosein the swamp.

Jo, finding hersaf with some spare time, sought out Vanna, who was working on her medica noteson
the com-puter.

"Mindif | joinyou?' she asked, Sitting on the bench be-side her.

"Not at dl," said Vanna. "Give me amoment to finish this, then I'll be with you." Shetyped afew more



sentences and closed her work down.
"How can | hep?' the Sholan asked, turning away from the central column to face the other woman.

Jo hesitated. ™Y ou know | worked with Elise, Carriestwin, don't you? Well, dthough I've only just met
her, | fed | ought to ook out for Carrie.”

"l can understand that," said Vanna. "'l fed the same about her mysdf.”

Jo grinned. "That makesthisawholelot easier. Carrie's brother explained to me and Skai about her new
Link, the one with Kusac, but 1'd like you to tell me more about it if you can. After dl, your people are
the bona fide Telepaths.”

"Tdl mewhat you know," said Vannadowly, "then | canfill in the sketchy aress.”

"Only that the Link was established as Elise died and that by doing this Kusac saved Carrieslife. That
the cost has been amore intense Link than he expected. A LeskaLink?' Shelooked quizzically at
Vanna, who nodded. "And that thisLink is permanent.”

"That's essentidly it," agreed Vanna. "What do you want to know more about?'
Jo dug her cigarettes out of her pocket and offered one to Vanna, who refused.
"A drange habit," said the Sholan.

"It'sthedried leaves of aplant,” said Jo, lighting her cig-arette. "It acts asamixture of arelaxant and a
gimulant. It isn't ahedthy habit," she admitted. "I wouldn't bother ac-quiring it if | were you.

"Carrie and Elise were close, but how much of that was because they were twins and how much was due
to their Link no one knew. It seemsto me, though, that Carrie is much closer to Kusac. Why? Wouldn't
you expect there to be someinhibiting factor in the Link due to them being from different species?’

"Y ou know how to get straight to the heart of the matter, don't you?' said Vannadryly. "Telepathy isn't
redlly my fidd. Infact, I've never redlly been that involved with any of them till thistrip,” shesaid. "l do
know that they look at people on adifferent level than you and | would. They areless attracted to, or
influenced by, the outer form because they can 'see’ and 'know' them on a deeper leve."

"What about the other species?’

"They aredl very different from us. Y ou Terrans are the nearest to usin physiology and outlook, and you
have Telepaths. | know | have no difficulty in being at ease with your people, nor have most of our crew.
Even Guynor seemsto be able to be civil with anyone but Carrie!

"Asfor Carie being closer to Kusac than shewasto her sster, heis mae, you know. Even loving sisters
can see each other asrivals.”

"It'smorethan that," said Jo. "Maybe you hit the nail on the head when you said hewas male.”

Vannashifted uneadily. "I have to admit that even I've found mysdf looking speculatively at one or two of
your male crew members. I've afeding that alot more of our people will find you attractive as a species,
and the differ-enceswon't matter. In fact, that's what will attract them."

Jo digested thisfor aminute. "What do you find attractive about our men?" she asked abruptly.

"I'm not sure | can put it into words as | haven't really thought about it. | suppose they just seem more



mal e than our men.”
"And what do you think the men seein our women?"

Vannashrugged. "Perhaps afragility or a defense essness that we lack because they have no fur or claws
with which to protect and defend themselves. | have no idea. | haven't asked Garras or Guynor.”

"Pheromones,” said Jo succinctly. "If our people are at-tracted to each other, I'll bet that our pheromones
are Smilar enough to trigger responses. Have you checked them?’

"No," said Vannathoughtfully. "It never occurred to me. | only have the facilitiesfor basic tests here, but
once I'm back on board ship | can use the labs there. Garras wants me to become involved asa

gpecidist on Terran physiology.”
Jo nodded. "That makes sense. But pheromones still don't explain Carri€'s relationship with Kusac."
"What relaionship?' asked Vanna, turning innocent eyesto her.

"Come on, Vanna, don't be coy with me," said Jo sternly. "Theresalook on Carrie's face every now and
then that tells me the girl's besotted! And he's not much different, un-less my reading of male Sholan
behavior istotaly wrong. He hardly ever leaves her Sde. Even you said they werein love with each
other.

"My next question hasto be, has he used his Telepathy to make her fal in love with him?”

"Don't beridiculoud" said Vanna, earsflat, her tone one of absolute outrage. "How could you even think
that? Even if Kusac were capable of wanting to do that, Carrieés mind is stronger than hisl Mental
manipulation is one of the great-est crimes a Teepath can commit. Kusac would never stoop so low."
Vanndstail waslashing from sdeto sdein her an-ger and agitation.

"| had to ask," gpologized Jo. "It'swhat her father, and others, will think. Persondly, | couldn't believe
him cgpable of that either.”

"Guynor hasdready leveled that accusation againgt Kusac," the Sholan said, dightly mallified. "Hewill
have to go before a Guild hearing when the Khal ossa arrives. Have you any ideawhét the penalty would
be for such a crime? They would destroy that area of his brain where his Taent islocated. Do you think
he—or any Tdepath—would be foolish enough to risk that just to have awoman?"

Jo reached out to touch the other'sarm. "Vanna, I'm sorry. | told you | didn't think him capable of it, but
I'd rather it was me that asked than Skinner or her father, wouldn't you?”

Vannastail and ears began to ill.

"What they fed for each other istheirsand redl, not the product of their Link. Just leave them aone, don't
interfere in something you don't understand. Y ou could cause untold harm to both of them," she said,
serioudy concerned that the Terrans would try to force the pair apart.

"How, Vanna? If you don't tell me, how can | help them?”
"They don't need help, they need to be | eft done to solve their own problems,” said Vanna stubbornly.
"It'stheLink," Jo said. "What doesthat Link entail ? It's more than just Telepathic, isn't it?"

"It'snot my businessto tell you," said Vannawith find-ity, moving to get up.



"Wait, Vanna," inssted Jo, holding on to her. ™Y our peo-ple know, why shouldn't we? If wereto
understand you, we need to trust you! Trust starts here, now, with each one of us."

Vannahesitated, stting back down. Common sense told her to keep quiet, but her ingtinctstold her to
trust this woman from the Terran world. Ignorance could cause more harm than the knowledge of what a
LeskaLink involved. She sghed.

"Very well. Firgt, we don't know much about Leska Links because normally missions such as ours
wouldn't carry Telepaths. Also, we've never met another Telepathic species before, so there has never
been such aLink with anon-Sholan.

"LeskaLinksarerareto start with, even Kusac knows only afew bare facts. Back on the Khalossa, we
have dl the data and experts we need, which is absolutely no good to us &t al at the present.”

Vannagot to her feet and began to pace.

"The Link is permanent, and so complete that if one part-ner dies, so doesthe other. They fed each
other's pain and joys, something like Carrie did with Elise only more pos-tive."

"I didn't know that the Link wasthat strong. Still, it sounds pretty much like her Link with Elise so far,”
said Jo practicaly.

"Oh, theresmore," said Vanna, sopping in front of her. "Telepaths don't like being touched unless they
invite the contact because that carries messages, too."

"That explainswhy Carrie and Kusac touch each other so frequently.”

"Yes, but with thisLink goesa compulsion to touch, asexua compulsion. They need each other,
physicaly and mentdly. They arelife-mates, bound together by their Link."

"Ah," said Jo. "l think | seetheir problem.”

Vannasat down beside her again. "What I've described isanorma Sholan LeskaLink. What Carrie and
Kusac have is not necessarily the same. Now do you understand why we must leave them to sort it out
for themselves?' she asked.

"Yes," Jo answered thoughtfully. "I'm aso beginning to understand something more of Kusac's
character.”

Vannaraised aquizzicd eyeridge.

"Y ou obvioudly have lessinhibitions about sex than we have, so Kusac must have had many opportunities
to... er... become closer to Carrie, but he hasn't taken them. It shows alot of forbearance on his part.”

Vannagave alow chuckle. "It has had the odd humorous moment,” she said. "He's paying court to her,
and, bless her, there are times when she makesit difficult for him!"

Jo grinned. "Now that tells me alot more about them than dmost anything else you've said!”

"Y ou needn't worry about Kusac," said Vanna. "Unless I'm mistaken, heswell placed in the Telepath
Clans. Carriewill bewell looked after. She's good for him, and from what | keep hearing about Elise,
he's repairing the years of dam-age Elise has doneto her aswell as being the first person to ever
understand her Taent."

"How will Carriefit into your society?" asked Jo. "It seemsvery male oriented.”



Vannalooked surprised. "What makes you think we're male oriented?'
Jo gestured toward the hatch. "Most of your crew are men.”

"I had this conversation with Carrie the other day,” said Vanna, getting up and heading for the galley.
"Let'shaveadrink whilewetak."

Jo followed her over to the heater unit.

"Bagcaly, we women mature earlier than the lads and while we get on with our training in the Guilds,
they get conscripted into military service to keep them out of trouble.

"Pass me the mugs, please," she said, putting the jug of water into the heater and turning it on.
Jo took a couple of mugs from the shelf under the unit and passed them up to Vanna.
"What sort of trouble?" asked Jo, somewhat perplexed.

"The usud adolescent stuff, needing to prove their strength and virility," she said, spooning the dried
powder into the mugs. "Carrie says your young men are the same but not for so long. Y ou can forget our
lads until they hit thirty, then something approaching common sense seemsto gppear.”

"That's along adolescence.”

Vannashrugged. The heater chimed and she took the jug out. "They don't waste their time here, they're
learning Guild accredited trades. When they go back to Sholathey do ayear intheir Guild and then
they'refully qudified.”

"Aren't they then disadvantaged in their careers because of their timein space?”’
Vannahanded her amug.

"Only for ayear or two," she said, picking up her own mug and taking adrink. "Once you get to acertain
levd inyour profession, al that mattersis your talent and the ded-ication you're prepared to put into your
work.

"Carrie and Kusac, working asa Leskapair, could have just about any profession they wish since
Telpaths are em-ployed in every leve of our society. Herein space, at homein the Courts, Alien
Reations, Telepaths Guild, Medicd... you nameit.

"Now, I'm afraid if you want to find out any more about us you'd do better asking Kusac for a Telepathic
culturd trandfer,” said Vanna. "It'll save me from covering the same ground so often! Also, I'm going to
have to get on with my work."

"Thanks, Vanna," said Jo. "Y ou've been agreat help. | think I'll take your advice about the cultural
transfer. Apart from saving us both alot of time, it will be interesting to ac-tually experience Telepathy at
work."

As she began to move away, Vannalooked at her shrewdly.
"So what are you going to say to Captain Skinner?' she asked.

Jo laughed. "'l can't hide anything from you people, can 1?1'm going to tell him that | have no intention of
interfering between Carrie and Kusac, and if he's got any sense, neither will he.”



Work continued to go according to plan. The interface was finished, and they had even been ableto
manufacture a plug to fit the diagnostic port in the Vategan computer. The Sholan computer had been
stripped down to its bare essen-tids, leaving only the actua hardware necessary for what the Terrans
had nicknamed the "burglar.” All they needed now was the access codes.

Brief reports camein on schedule from Mito and Anders at the edge of the Base. Anders was aways
careful to head asfar away from the Complex perimeter as he dared before using the wrist comm for fear
of the Vdteganspicking up hissignd, but dl remained quiet.

One piece of information they did pick up by direct obser-vation was that the cargo ship was carrying
not provisions, but unusudly large numbers of Vategan injured.

Traffic heading southeast across the margins of the swamp to Geshader and Tashkerrawas heavy asthe
injured were ferried to the medical facilities, but asthe Vategans passed nowhere near them, thisdidn't
concern them too much.

"I've never seen such heavy casudties,” said Anders. "'l reckon that thistime they've come off worg.”
"Give usthe detailswhen you get back," ordered Garras. " Close transmission now."

At dusk on the following day they called in and requested to be picked up. Once more the groundcar
was hauled to the edge of the swamp.

Flying in the hdf light was no easy job. Eventudly those waiting in the cramped interior of the pod heard
the sound of the returning vehicle. Guynor turned the scanner to track it asit cameinto land.

"Suit up," he ordered.

Skinner, Richard, Skal, Peterson, and Vanna hauled the emergency suits on, inflating them with the small
auxiliary air supply before sedling the transparent head coverings.

"Davies" said Nelson into his comm unit, " Skinner and the others are coming across. The Sholans have
emergency space suits which should protect them from the night life long enough to reach you. Stand by
to open the hatch on my signa.”

"Hold on amoment,” camethereply. "I think I've figured out how to get thisthing onto the land. If | can,
it will cut the odds down even further in their favor.”

"Standing by."

They watched as the noise from the groundcar rose to aroar before it lurched onto theidet, ploughing
through the soil until it came to astop afew meters from them.

"Good work, Davies," said Nelson wryly. "Apart from the noise derting everyone in the neighborhood,
how do we cover those bloody great tracks that you've |eft before day-break?’

"You're never stisfied, are you?' camethe reply. "When they're aboard, I'll borrow asuit myself to go
out and throw some weeds over it till morning.”

"See what the Captain says before you take any more risks," warned Nelson. " Get ready to open the
hatch. Were sending them out.... now!"

Asthe hatch in the pod opened, the suited figures ran awkwardly through in quick succession, Kusac
standing guard at the door with apistol ready to kill anything else that moved. As soon asthe last person



left, the hatch did shut.
It took another quarter of an hour before Mito and Anders were safely aboard the pod.
AsMito pulled off her suit, she caught sight of Garras and Kusac wrinkling their noses.

"Dont," she snapped. "It's going to take weeksto get the stink of the swamp out of my fur! If you think
it'sbad for you, consder what it'slike for me."

"Carrieand | will get damp cloths and wipe you down," said Kusac soothingly, taking the discarded suit
from her unresisting hands. "What about you, Anders?"

"I could do with awash and a change of clothes," he ad-mitted, handing his suit to Kusac.
"Nelson, | don't suppose you have anything | could bor-row?" he asked, looking across at the other man.

"Not much. | have a sweater here that you're welcome to, but no pants. What on Earth have you two
been doing any-way? Y ou're covered in filth."

"Vategan patrol,” said Mito briefly, trying unsuccessfully to brush the caked mud from the back of her
shoulders.

"We had to hidein the swamp," explained Anders. "Luck-ily, it was during the day."
"The equipment?"' asked Garras, eyeing the streaked satchels.

"No problem," he reassured, bending down to take the covers off the recorder. "Nelson, I'll take you up
on that of-fer of the swesater, if | may."

Carrietook the brush from Mito: "Can | help?' she asked.

Mito's eyeswidened in ddight. "Thank you," shesaid. "If only this pod had ashower of somekind! |
hete being dirty."

Carrie made sympathetic noises as she brushed the Sholan's fur vigoroudly, the two of them amost
disappearing in achoking cloud of fine dust.

"I think that will do," coughed Mito, rubbing her stream-ing eyeswith her hands.
"Turn the extractor on," ordered Garras, also beginning to cough.

Carrie stood back and let Kusac wipe Mito down.

"There," he said at length, "that's gotten rid of theworst of it."

"Thank you both," she said, raising her arms and begin-ning to sniff aong them.

"l ill smell,” she complained, going back over to her persona pack and rummaging init. Withasmall
yelp of pleasure, she pulled out avid of liquid and, unscrewing the top, began to sprinkle the perfume
liberdly over hersdlf.

"l won't be able to smdl anything now,” she said happily.
Kusac sneezed violently, followed by Garras.

"Neither will anyoneelse," remarked Kusac dryly, putting the cloths away to be washed in the morning.



"Y ou're too concerned about your appearance, Mito. Theresno need for it here, we'redl in need of a
shower and can probably only smell oursaves.”

"Inthat case," she said, unstoppering the bottle and mov-ing toward him.

Kusac's hand shot out and grasped hersfirmly, making sure the bottle stayed upright. In Sholan, he said
bitingly, "I'm no longer a boy to betrifled with, Mito. Y ou had your fun on the Ship. Now it'sover. Save
it for Guynor, if that's what takes hisfancy."

"Hey, what'swith you two?" asked Anders, looking up from the work bunk where he had set the
recorder.

"Nothing," said Kusac mildly, rdeasng Mito'sarm.
She rubbed her wrist resentfully before closing the via and putting it away.

"Just apractica joke," shesaid. "l don't suppose you left any food for us, did you? We could do with a
decent meal before we start decoding our data."

"Plenty left," said Jo, getting a couple of plates and spooning some still warm stew onto them.
Whilethey ate, Garras called Kusac over to him.

"What's your problem with Mito?" he asked.

Kusac squatted down on his haunches beside him.

"Nothing, Captain. Just apractical joke asshe said.”

"Weren't you two involved with each other before we crashed?!

Kusac looked distinctly uncomfortable, aware that Carrie was able to pick up the conversation.

"Not as such. She decided it would be fun to add an im-mature Telepath to her list of conquests, and
being of ahigher Grade, backed meinto a series of Stuations | was un-able to get out of a thetime.”

Garras nodded. "1 noticed that she'd been trying to turn on the charm with you since your return.”
Kusac grunted. "Wdll, she knows better now," he said.

"Y ou've come along way from the unsure lad who joined our team at Chagda Station,” said Garraswith
approval.

"I want you and Carrie to take some of Vannas degping tablets tonight. The strain of tryingto deepin
such close confines without shielding is beginning to show on both your faces.

"Yes, I'm starting to master the Terran's facia expres-sions," he said in answer to Kusac's surprised
glance, "and it'sall too clear you are both suffering. We need you well rested for your part in this
operation.

"| expect it's going to be another late night, so | suggest you get a pile of bedding and bunk down to one
Sde of the hatch near the mainframe computer, then we can dim the lighting at that end for those of us
who need to rest." He dis-missed him with awave of hishand.

Kusac went back to Carrie and while she searched for the tabletsin Vanna's medikit, he collected their



bedding and spread it on the floor where Garras had indicated.
Carrie made up acouple of mugs of the Sholan protein drink and joined Kusac on the blankets.

Hetook the drink from her. "Y ou're jealous,”" he said qui-etly in Sholan, unable to keep the pleased tone
out of hisvoice.

"No, I'm not," she said, trying hard to mentally squash it.
"Yes, you are," hesaid, letting her fed his pleasure. "1 told you before, it's over and it meant nothing.”

"Huh," she said, putting down her mug to untie her boots. "How do | know | can believeyou?I'm
probably no more important than she was."

"You'reteasng me" he said ddightedly. "No one's done that before."

He leaned forward and with hisfree arm swept her toward him. She found herself held close againgt his
chest while he gently attacked her neck and ears, then she was Sitting, breathless, on the floor again.

"Where are the tablets?" he asked, holding out his hand. "With those insgde us we can deep together
tonight without any problems.”

"Areyou sure?' she asked, putting one of them into hispam.

"Pogtive. | want usto be closetonight,” he said, hiseyes never leaving her as he swallowed hispill with a
mouthful of thedrink.

Nelson watched curioudy as Kusac unfastened his belt and took off his deeveless jacket.

Carrie likewise took her tablet, then finished unlacing her boots. As she lay down, Kusac got up and
switched off the light above them before joining her. When she had settled herself comfortably with her
head in the curve of his shoul-der, he pulled the blanket over them.

"Getting amite cosy, aren't they?' Nelson remarked to Jo, who was sitting beside him on the bench sest.
"So what? They're both adults," said Jo.
Garras heard the comment as he passed them and stopped to answer Nelson.

"They're the ones who haveto risk their lives by going into the base and transmitting our sgndl. | need
them rested if they are to have any chance of success.

"If you've nothing better to do, follow their example and get some deep,” he ordered.
"Yes, Captain,” Nelson replied.
"I expect they'll need you to trandate for them, Jo," said Garras, moving away to join Mito and Anders.

"It'snice to know somethingsin the Universe are con-stant in thistime of change," Nelson said wryly to
Jo ashegot to hisfeet.

"Pardon?'
"Superior officers,” he explained. "Captain Garrasis no different from Skinner.”

"Ah," she said, enlightenment dawning as she, too, am-bled off to do Garras bidding.



Having finished their meal, Mito and Anders were now plugging the recorder into the VDU in the centrd
column.

Mito settled hersaf onto the bench seat and switched the module on.

"Now, let's see what we've got,” she said, loading the magnetic cube. The screen lit up with a series of
cursve charactersthat Andersimmediately recognized as Vategan script.

"Yeah!" hewhooped, "wegot it!"

Asthey began to congratul ate each other, Garras quiet voice interrupted them.

"Well done. Now let's see if we can understand it."

Immediately sobered, Mito called for Jo.

"Coming," shereplied, scrabbling among her belongings. "I'm just trying to find my notebook.”

Shejoined Mito on the bench seat and opened her pad. "I'll have to check the word groupings against
thosein here. I've managed to compile avery smal dictionary.”

Mito leaned forward and unlatched the pull-out desktop for her. "That should makelife alittle easier,”
shesaid.

Jo scrutinized the screen, checking in her notepad every so often. She tore out a blank page and began
scribbling.

"Scroll forward," she said.

After about half an hour, she stopped and ran her hands through her short dark hair, scrubbing at her
eyes.

"Could | have a coffee or something to keep me awake?' she asked tiredly. "Thisisvery heavy going.”
Anders heaved himsdlf to hisfeet and went round to the heater unit.
"Protein drinks al round,” said Garras from his perch be-hind Jo. "What have you got so far?"

"I can only understand about one word in ten, but it looks like part of a draft for anew weekly roster for
Base person-nd,” she said. "Thelists gppear to be names, one or two of which | can recognize.

"The next section seemsto be an inventory of stores and provisions, but whether it'swhat has arrived on
the vessdl, or what they need, | can't tell at present.”

"I reckon they'll only have aminimum delivery on that vessd," said Anders. "Most of the space would
have been dlocated to theinjured.”

Mito scrolled the page back until she came to a gap be-tween the two separates areas of information.

"Make anote of these symbols," she said, tapping the screen. "They look like they might be access codes
for acentra supply area.”

Jo scribbled them down as Anders came back with a hot drink for her and Mito. Gratefully, thetwo
women accepted the mugs, Jo leaning forward to recover her text position on the screen. Using her
pencil, idly she scrolled forward sev-erd lines as she sipped her drink.



"Wait aminute!" said Mito, grabbing her hand away from the keys. "L ook, isn't that the same pattern as
before?!

Jo consulted her notes. "Yes," she said, looking up. "What do you think it is?"

"Could it be acodeto log the reportsin the central com-puter?' Mito hazarded.
"Lookslikeit," agreed Anders. "Ring it in your notes and well seeif it kegps cropping up.”
Jo did this, gulping down the remains of her drink as Mito ran the text forward again.

"Now thislookslike acommand,” said Anders, pointing to a couple of isolated lines of script. "What
could that be for? Can you identify any words?"

"Yes," said Jo. "That word says'next,' | don't know that or that, but that oneis'due,’ and thelastisa
time: 21:00 hoursin our time"

"That could be the takeoff time for the ship, or the next transmisson,” said Garras thoughtfully. "Apart
from the ex-change of personnd, they must make regular status reports to somewhere off planet, if only
for fresh supplies. That cargo ship came from somewhere."

"I don't know what you've been told about Geshader and Tashkerra," began Jo, turning away from the
screen, "but they're virtualy indoor cities. There are severa different dormitories, bars, restaurants,
gambling clubs, shops, even a holographic equivaent of entertainment videos, and, of course, the medica
facility. All these areas are supplied mainly from off planet, viathe Base"

"So they would need aregular system of ordering,” said Anders. "How do you know dl this?If you don't
mind me asking, wheredid you fit in?"'

"Exotic entertainment for the officer classes,” Jo replied, her face taking on ahard look. "A well-favored
Terran woman could get alimited amount of freedom around the city—freedom to pick up the sort of
information both Eliseand | got.”

"It needed to be done," murmured Garras sympathetically, touching her gently on the shoulder.
Jo smiled gratefully at him, her face relaxing once more. She turned back to the screen.

"Teg that as being apossible takeoff or transmisson time," said Mito, scrolling forward again. "Whatever
itis, it should show up again on the screen later. 1'd find a seat, Captain. It's going to be avery long night.
Weve got one hell of alot of datato check before we can be sure of any-thing."

Chapter 11

The next morning, Kusac, Carrie, and Nelson woke to find the rest of the crew sumped deeply adeepin
various un-comfortable positions. Jo had managed to sumble to her bed and lay there fully clothed,
clutching her notebook. Mito had fallen adeep over her console, Garras was dumped against thewall on
one of the bunks, and Anders had curled himsalf up in apile of rugs on thefloor.

"Looksasif they did work most of the night,” observed Carrie, throwing her blanket over the deeping
woman.

Nelson wrapped his as best he could around Mito then went to give Kusac ahand easing Garrasinto a
more com-fortable position. He hardly stirred asthey covered him up.

"How about we visit the groundcar for breskfast and leave them to deep?’ suggested Nelson, thumbing



the hatch open.
"Sounds fing," said Carrie as she and Kusac followed him.

They caught the aroma of bacon and eggs cooking asthey crossed over to the groundcar. Davies was
aready outside trying to landscape the skid marks leading from the vehicle to the water's edge.

Nelson stepped in through the open hatch.
"Good morning. Isthere enough for three more hungry people?’

"Certainly," said Peterson, wielding aspatula. "Plenty for dl," he said expansvely. He peered past the
three of them. "Where are the others?”'

"They're till adeep," replied Kusac from the opening. " They worked through the night on the recordings
30 we're leaving them to wake up in their own time.”

"Sensble" said Skinner. "Theres no point in rushing things now, and tired people make mistakes."

Guynor roseto hisfeet, tail flicking spasmodicaly, ears plastered flat and to the side. Pushing past them,
he stalked outside.

Kusac exchanged a glance with Carrie, then they climbed into the interior. He looked round curioudy as
they settled themsalves next to Richard and Captain Skinner. Basicdly, it was astandard planetary
surface, people-moving vehicle. The control panelswerein front of and at the side of the pi-lot's seet. In
fact, that seet was the only onein the craft. Judging from the floor, the rest had been ripped out to
pro-vide extraspace for the Terrans.

Peterson sat to one side of the hatch, his stove set on top of one of the severd cratesthat lay inthe
vehicle. Some were being used as seats by those eating breakfadt.

"Any ideaif they got the access codes?" inquired Skinner, taking the plate that Peterson held out to him.

"The Captain ordered meto turnin," said Nelson apolo-geticaly, "but before | did, we knew that their
recording had worked and that Jo was able to make some sense out of what they had.”

Skinner sighed. "I suppose we can wait," he said, skewer-ing apiece of bacon with hisfork.
It was approaching midday before the deepers stirred.

"Kusac! Guynor!" they heard Garras roar as he emerged from the pod. "Why the hell didn't you wake us
sooner? Weve work to do!”

Guynor and Kusac came a arun, skidding to ahdt in front of their Captain. They were closely followed
by Vanna

"Guynor, fix some breskfast for us. Kusac, you and the girl finish working on your illusons, or whatever
you call them. | want to move into the Base tonight.”

Kusac nodded then headed off back to the other side of the idet where he and Carrie were working out
of gght of the others.

"Where's Captain Skinner?' Garras asked Vanna. "We need to discuss backup tacticsin case we have
to get that pair out of thereinahurry.”



Everyone apart from Mito and Anderswas now in the clearing between the two craft.

"Y ou've got what you needed?" asked Skinner, jumping down from the groundcar hatch and striding
acrossto him.

Garras sat down on one of the pieces of log that served as a sedt.

"Weve got the codes and Mito has nearly finished the 'burglar’ program,” he said. "Therewaseven a
bonus. They picked up part of the new staff roster, including the night shifts. We've been able to plan an
optimumtimetogoin.”

"What about the access codes for the transmitter?' asked Skinner.

"That we do have. The night before lagt, they made a rou-tine transmisson requesting medical supplies.
We have that code.”

"Then we have everything we need.”
Garras earstwitched as he frowned.

"Not everything. We are having to extrapol ate what we hope will be avaid command for the transmitter
to dtart its Search pattern. Mito isworking on it a the moment.”

"Well just haveto trust it works," said Skinner. He hes-itated before continuing.

"I'm afraid I'll haveto ingst Carrie doesn't go. Thismission isfar too dangerousto involve her," he said
with fi-ndlity.

Garras earswent flat and histail began to twitch like an independent entity. Even to Skinner it was
obvious he was displeased.

"There are only two people who can go," he said. "To get into the base without arousing suspicion and
send-out that signd, we need the combined abilities of two Telepaths. It hasto be Carrie, thereisno one
d"

"Impossible” stated Skinner flatly.

"Weve been over thisbefore. I'vetold you the nature of their Link. Thistask requires the extra power
that they can only generate together. We need to send in two people. One of them hasto look likea
Vategan guard, the other hasto bea Terran female.”

"Carriéstotaly untrained in even the most basic self de-fense techniques. Jo would be better for this, and
she has ex-perience in dedling with the Vdtegans. Surely Carrie could. .. assist... Kusac with his
deception from outside the perimeter, in safety.”

"Y ou don't understand, my friend," said Garras. "Both of them are needed to ded with any Vadtegans
who get too cu-rious. We can't go around shooting guards or knocking them out. When they failed to
make routine reports or arrive at their destinations, it would only cdl attention to our pfes-ence. We need
two hours, maybe three, of undisturbed time to make that transmission. Thereis no other way."

"Carrieisone of my people. | won't have her involved in this enterprise. The odds are too high againgt
them getting out dive even if they manage to make that transmission,” said Skinner angrily.

"Sheisacivilian and as such isnot under your jurisdic-tion,” said Garrasless patiently, getting to hisfeet.
"When the Khalossa arrives, Carriewill haveto leave Keisswith us. She will be needed for questioning



regarding Kusac's Tele-pathic Link with her. Thereis aso amatter of aformal hear-ing and our
authoritieswill not be denied her presence. The matter of her affiliationswill soon be out of our hands and
inthat of the diplomats.

"Y ou wouldn't jeopardize not only our planto rid Keiss of the Vategans, but future treaties—most
advantageous to your people, believe me—for the sake of one girl? Thisiswar, Skinner. You, asa
military man, must be asaware as| am of the hard fact that one lifeis expendable when it isin the
ba ance against O many.”

"I know, dammit!" said Skinner angrily. "1 dso haveto think of her father. When Earth getshereI'll be
drafted back into the military, leaving him, Peter Hamilton, as the colony head on Keiss. Just having lost
one daughter amatter of two months ago, what will it do to him to lose the other? He's going to have one
hell of alot to say about usrisking his daughter on thismission. We can't afford to let her go.”

"We can't afford not to,” said Carrie quietly from behind the knot of conflict. "Unless| go, the message
can't be sent. If it isn't sent, then we place not only the thousand Sholans on the Khalossa at risk, but
aso the Sholan worlds, Earth, and the rest of the Alliance. | think that thisistoo high aprice for the
safety of one person, don't you?

"Captain Garras, I'm going. If I'm acivilian, | can volun-teer, can't 17"
With asidelong look at Skinner, Garras nodded.

"Good. Thenit'ssettled,” she said. "Now will you two stop your bloody arguing and get down to
discussing de-tails?' With that, she stalked off back among the trees.

Garras and Skinner turned to Kusac, who spread his hands expressively.
"Don't blameme," he said, backing off hurriedly. "We couldn't help but overhear you."
A stunned silence remained after Kusac | ft.

Vannabegan to laugh. "'l told you that one was strong-minded,” she said to no onein particular.
"Manipulate amind like that, Guynor? I'd like to see anyone try! Anyway, it'sacademic. Inrisking
Kusac, werisk Carrie, too, whether or not she goes."

As shed intended, it eased the tension and Garras re-sumed his sezt.
Skinner looked across a him, arueful expresson on hisface.

"Carrie's her father's daughter,” he said. "'I've had some rows with Peter in my time and doubtless will
again," hedghed. "Well, it looks like she's taken the decision out of my hands, Garras. Carry on. This
seemsto be your show. You're the ones with al the answers.”

"Not al of them, my friend," said Garras. "We're work-ing together."

Guynor had been hovering at his elbow for severd min-utes. Findly, the smell of food drew his attention.
He held out his hand and was given a plate of warmed up stew and amug of c'shar.

Garras eyed the stew then hisFirgt Officer quizzicdly.
"It wasdl | could think of that was quick," said Guynor, retreating hurriedly back to the pod.

"Well move out at the twenty-third hour, zero two hoursyour time," he said to Skinner between
mouthfuls of food.



"WEell need al personnel aboard the groundcar so any nonessentia itemswill beleft in the pod. We can
awaysre-trievethem at alater date." He looked over at Skinner again.

"Can you go over our munitions with Guynor and work out a distribution of wegpons? \We have some
explosves aswell aslonger range energy rifles. Hell fill you in on how they work. | want Carrieand
Kusac hoth carrying our hand guns.”

As he turned round to place the empty plate on the ground he saw Carrie beside the pod.
An exclamation from Mito drew Skinner's atention. Fol-lowing her gaze, he noticed Carrie, too.
Mito reached out to touch the dress she was wearing.

"Where did you get that?' she asked. "It'slovely.” She touched the robe only to have her hand passright
through it and come up againgt something solid. With asmall yowl of fright, she legpt backward.

"It'sdl right, Mito," Carrie reassured her. "It'sonly our illusion. Do you think well get past the guards
sAdy?'

Garras sat up dowly.
"Gods," breathed Vanna, walking round behind her, "I wouldn't have believed it possible!”
"We?' asked Garras.

Everyone experienced adight blurring of their vison and then Carrie appeared clad in her usud shirt and
trousers with Kusac standing dightly to one side behind her.

"We," shesad.
"| thought it wiser not to suddenly appear asaVategan in the middle of our camp,” said Kusac, grinning.

"A sensible precaution,” said Garras, picking up hismug. "Y ou two never cease to amaze me. If you can
maintain that illusion for any length of time you should have no problem with the guards.”

"We can maintain it long enough to get into the Base complex,” said Kusac. "After that..." He shrugged.
"WEéll haveto use sedth. At least we can tell Telepathicaly when anyoneiscoming.”

"You'll bearmed,” said Garras.
As Kusac opened his mouth to object, Garras stilled him with agesture.

"No arguments. Y ou're taking firearms and you'll use them if you haveto. That's an order. | want you out
of theredive. I'll run both of you through a crash coursein how to use the energy pistolswhen I'm
finished here.

"Anders." He caled the Terran over. "Y ou'l be piloting the groundcar. Thisiswhat we plan to do.”
Andersjoined the semicircle round Garras, crouching down beside Carrie.
Garras leaned forward and began to draw in the dirt with aclaw tip.

"Well exit the vehicle near the edge of the swamp, under cover of thetrees, leaving Kusac and Carrieto
be flown to the Base. Y ou'll then land as close to the gates as possible, leaving the hatch open and facing
away from the guards. That way the rest of us have ingtant accessif we need it.



"You two," he pointed at Carrie and Kusac, "will then proceed into the main building. Therestisup to
you."

Skinner irred, feding he ought to make a contribution.

"| can see acouple of problems. Davies won't be able to watch for Carrie and Kusac returning, and
keep an eye out for any Valtegans coming up on the opposite Side of the craft. | can't seethat thereis
any gppreciable advantage to be gained by keeping the hatch open. WEell be in constant communication
with the craft. We can warn them in the ev-ent of any threst.

"l also suggest that both Carrie and Kusac wear awrist comm so they can contact usif they need help.”

Garras nodded. "Fair enough. If the alarm is sounded, then you and Carrie," he pointed to Kusac, "make
for the main gates and the groundcar. WEIl come in after you.

"What kind of wegpons have you got?' he asked Skinner, Sitting up again.

"We have deven projectile submachine pistols of our own and three captured Vategan energy guns,” he
replied. "We've got plenty of ammunition for the pistols, but | don't know how much of achargethe
energy guns have. No one could figure out what made them work in the first place.”

""Show them to Guynor. He may be able to adapt some-thing from our system. We each haveaside arm,
and Guynor mentioned riflesin the pod as well as explosives. If you've anyone good with explosives,
perhaps they can work out some kind of small projectile bombs.

"Kusac, are you now planning to let Carrie appear to be entering done?"
"No, that was just for our little demongtration,” he said.

Garras nodded. "Right, let'sget toit," he said, rising to hisfeet. "We've alot to do between now and
nightfal."

Once dusk fell, the time spent waiting until they could leave seemed like an eternity.

Carrie changed into the green one-piece her brother had brought, filling the pockets with extracharge
packsfor her gun, atorch, trail bars, acouple of drink sachets, and ahank of fine nylon rope from
Davies

"Where d'you get that?' sheld asked him.
"Skal and | can get mogt things given enough time," held replied with awink.

Pockets organized to her satisfaction, she donned the hooded robe and fastened it with her belt, making
sure the knife was easily reachable. At the other Sde, she hung the energy pistol and its holster.

"Have you briefed them fully on what to do, Mito?" asked Garrasfor the umpteenth time.
"Yes, Captain,” she Sghed.
"Go over it oncemore,” he sald.

"No," shesaid. "If | doit again, they arelikely to forget due to saturation. They know what they're doing.
Kusac does have some computer sills.”

"What are you going to do if the computer doesn't accept the Search code?" asked Guynor suddenly.



Kusac looked up at him. "Read it from an operator and find amore suitable termind if necessary,” he
replied.

"What happensif you're disturbed?' demanded Skinner.

"Wewon't be," replied Carrie. "One of uswill dways be on guard. We will senseif aVategan comes
near us. You know al this" she said in exasperation.

"Y ou might be taken on the way out,” argued Skinner.

Carrie glanced at Kusac briefly. "Wewon't betaken dive," shereplied harshly. "Now leaveit, al of
you."

"I've got aquestion for you," said Kusac suddenly, look-ing at Garras. "Where are we going when we
leave here? If we're discovered, there could be a planet-wide search for us."”

"We're heading for our basein the caves," said Garras. "It's more easily defended if they track usthere.
We should be able to hold out until help comes.”

"How long do you anticipate that will be?" asked Nelson.

"At the most aweek. When our ship arrives, itll comeinfighting.”

"I hateto interrupt you, folks, but it'stimeto leave," said Davies.
There was agenerd shuffling of bodies asthey prepared for takeoff.

Carriefdt hersdf going cold with fear. Her ssomach be-gan to churn and she felt light-headed. She
groped for Kusac's hand, finding reassurance in itswarmth.

Don't be afraid, Leska. Fear will weaken your will and concentration. Breathe deeply and
remember all we have practiced. We will succeed, came histhoughts.

Shetook a shaky breath and forced herself to relax.

"Did you remember to get an imprint of what Vategan Jo knows?' asked Richard urgently, leaning
forward to touch his sister on the shoulder.

Carrie nodded. "Everything has been gone over dozens of times," she said tiredly. "L et meret, please. |
know you're concerned, but al you're doing is getting me worried.”

Therest of thetrip wasin virtud silence. Flying so heav-ily laden in the dark without lightstaxed Davies
ability to thefull and there were several near misses as he skimmed low over the forest to touch down
briefly near the edge of the swamp.

Theradio burgt into life, demanding their clearance code, destination, and the reason for their arrival.
Jo answered as best she could, claiming, "A Terran femae from Geshader.”

Carriefdt her blood run cold. Thiswas suddenly too like what Elise had been doing. Pray God, they
didn't meet the samefate.

"WEell be waiting opposite the gates, amid the trees at the edge of the perimeter,” said Skinner, thelast to
leave.



"Davies, remember to lock the hatch and power down asif no oneisaboard,” he hissed, sticking his
head back inside. "Good luck!"

Asthe craft hovered before landing, the guards at the gate trained a spotlight on them and moved
forward to await their arrival.

Davies shut the engine down.
"Up and out you two before they decide to come over to us. Take care.”

Carrie and Kusac scrambled to their feet, grabbed their packs containing the computer and the interface,
and jJumped out. The hatch did shut behind them. It was alonely sound.

Breathe deeply, Leska, came Kusac's thought. Good. Now, create your illusion and we will go
before they come to in-vestigate.

Quickly but carefully, Carrie drew the illusory robe around her, until she was dmost aware of it hersdlf.
Shelooked at Kusac, nearly drawing back in shock from the Vategan beside her.

Shemadeasmdl noise of fright which she hadtily stifled.
You look equally convincing, came the humorous rejoin-der.

They moved out of the cover of the groundcar and into the spotlight's glare, blinking as they walked
toward the guards. The gunstrained on them lowered and one of the guards spoke briefly to Kusac
before turning to his companion and making what sounded like aribald comment.

Kusac replied equally briefly and they were waved on.
When we get inside, read them, he ordered.

Wanting to ran every inch of the way, Carrie clutched her portion of the computer interface and schooled
hersdlf to fol-low Kusac at a sedate pace. They were heading for alarge, single-storied building with
transparent doors where another two guards stood waiting.

Carriefdt adight pull on her mind and quickly rein-forced her illuson. She saw Kusac'simage briefly
waver, then re-form. He approached the guards, motioning her to stop.

Again they were chdlenged, but thistime Kusac replied fluently and some bantering followed. Hardly
daring to breathe, she waited impatiently until Kusac ordered her to follow. One of the guards lowered
hisrifle and held the doors open for them.

Onceinsdethe halway, Kusac led the way off to a pas-sage on theright. As soon asthey were out of
sght, he dumped against the wall, | etting the computer rest on thefloor.

"Areyou dl right?' whispered Carrie, gragping hold of hisarm.
"I'mfing" he said, letting hisdisguisefade. "I'm just getting my nerve back.”
He breathed deeply, shuddered, and stood up again.

"I had to 'read’ the soldiers at the door or we wouldn't have got past them. Sorry, but | had to pull on
youtodoit. | think we can drop theillusons now."

"I wondered how you'd suddenly become so fluent,” she murmured, relaxing briefly. "L et me access your



knowledge, then | can understand them, too. | didn't dare do it mysdlf in caseit affected my illusion.”

"Haven't got time. They said they had no orders about afemale being requested by one of the officers,
but that it wasn't unusua. These are the living quarters here. | want to get out of the area before someone
sees you and decides he redlly does want your company. Come on."

He picked up the computer and moved away from the wall, heading down the corridor.
"Where are we going?'
"Tother refectory area. It'sunlikely anyonewill bethere a thistime of night.”

Asthey hurried through the corridors, Carrie tried to sense any presences around them but she only
picked up the deeping rhythms of the Valtegans on the other sides of the doors they passed.

Thelighting was dimmer now, with an orange-red tint, and Carrie began to Sweet in the increased hest.
She found it impossible to suppress her fedings of dgjavu.

Kusac stopped to peer round a corner, then beckoned to her. Ahead of them was a darkened refectory,
the serving area obvioudy closed for the night.

"Where now?' questioned Carrie.
"The office. They haveto have one."

They picked their way between the tables until they came to the door leading to the kitchens. Slowly,
Kusac opened it and they stepped inside. There was aheavy metdlic odor in the air. He sniffed,
recognizing it as blood. Carrie stirred restlesdy at hisside. She, too, had picked up the smell.

She pulled the flashlight from her pocket and turned it on. By the glare of the beam, they could seea
desk in front of awall mounted computer screen.

"Check therest of the room," hissed Kusac. "They must have adiagnogtic point in here.”

Carrie quickly swept the beam around the room before flicking it off. Briefly, it had illuminated double
doorslead-ing to the kitchen area.

"Nothing," she whispered. "They probably don't have diagnostic ports at every console.”
"What's through there?"

"Kitchens. Y ou don't want to go in there," she said, reach-ing out to hold him back.

"Why?

"The Vdtegans like as much raw mest asthey can get. Raw and still bleeding,”" she emphasized.
Kusac wrinkled hisnosein disgust;.

"We could wander around looking for aport until dawn at thisrate," he muttered angrily. "'Isthere anyone

nearby?'
"No," replied Carrie. "Wait! There is someone heading thisway."
"Who?' demanded Kusac.



"A very hungry Vategan who shouldn't bein thisarea,” she chuckled.

"Hell do. How far away ishe?'

"Far enough for usto get out of here and surprise him," replied Carrie, moving toward the door.
Silently, they crept out of the room and waited in the shadows by the entrance.

Leave thisto me, came Carrie's thought.

A nervous head poked through the door and looked about quickly. It froze, eyesbulging in fear, then a
Vdtegan waked siff-leggedly into the room.

Kusac opened his mouth to protest but Carrie's answer camefirst.
War, wasdl shesad.

Asthe Vategan halted, Kusac moved out of the shadows and hel ped himsdlf to the soldier's side arm.
He placed the muzzle under the other's chin.

"We need to find adiagnostic point for your computer. Y ou're going to take usto one. Do you
understand?’ he said in perfect Vadtegan.

Carrie relaxed her control and the soldier began to dump until Kusac jabbed the gun harder againgt his
jaw.

"One sound or one wrong move and you're dead,” said Carrie from his other side.
"Do you understand?" repeated Kusac.

The Vdtegan blinked repeatedly, his eyeswidening in fear. He gestured toward a door at one side of the
refectory.

Kusac removed the gun and signed for him to lead the way.
You'relearning, said Carrie.
Just keep monitoring himand our surroundings, Kusac growled mentally.

The soldier led them through the door into a series of ser-vice corridors. The floors were uncarpeted
concrete and the walls bare except for occasiona access ports for the various utilities such asair ducts
and power. At length he stopped in front of asmall acove set to one side. He indicated the VDU screen
and computer termina mounted into the wall above adiagnogtic port.

The soldier screwed hisface up asif in pan.
‘Thisisit," said Carrie, "and | don't read anyone in theimmediate area.”

Kusac nodded and handed the gun to her as he turned away to set down their computer. He heard adull
crack and looked up sharply asthe Vategan fell boneesdy to thefloor.

"Why did you hit him?" he demanded.
"We need to restrain him if we're going to work," said

Carrie defengvely, stuffing the gun back inits holster. ""Un-conscious, gagged, and tied up, hewon't bea



problem to us. We aso don't want him aerting anyone el se before we leave.”
"Y ou could have doneit mentaly," he said. There was no need for violence.”

"WEelIl untie him when we leave. When hel's found, he hasto have a physica reason for having passed
out, unless you want histales of menta control and strange Aliens being be-lieved," shereplied. "Asit s,
they should put it dl down to concussion.”

She reached ingde her robe for the rope and began tying the Vategan up.
Kusac eyed her askance. "Y ou're making a thorough job of that," he said.

"I got Nelson to show methis, and how to use my knife," she said, tying the last knot and cutting off the
dack.

Kusac grunted and returned to opening the computer case while Carrie started setting up the interface.
She could still sense his disquiet over what she had done, but he was begin-ning to accept that the world
they were now living in had harsher redities than his hitherto protected life as a Sholan Telepath.

Once their two units had been connected, Kusac sat back on his heelswith asigh.
"The moment of truth, eh, Carrie? Let's hope our people have got it right.”

He leaned forward and plugged the lead from the interface into the Vategan diagnostic port and switched
on their equipment. Therewas afaint humming and then the VDU screen lit up. A series of symbols
appeared asthe Valtegan computer asked for verification of the access code. Their "burglar clicked
gently to life, beginning to run the pro-gram that Mito had set up.

A dight delay followed the printing of their reply. The same phrase was repeated and again their
computer gave the same response. Thistime there was alonger delay while the computer whirred to
itsdlf. Finaly another set of words appeared.

"It isn't accepting thefirst code,” fretted Kusac. "Did you pick up anything of usefrom him?' he asked,
indicating the prone figure of the soldier.

"Yes, but | don't know if thiswill override our program without interrupting it," she said, reaching out and
pressing several keyson the console. "It'sarisk well haveto take."

The screen cleared asif by magic.
"It needed an operator code aswell," she explained. "l used his."

Now they were able to identify the phrasestelling them their identity had been verified, and to continue
with their indtructions.

Carrie found she was able to breathe again. She squatted down beside Kusac, reaching out to touch him
for reassur-ance.

"What now?" she asked. "Do we wait heretill it sends the message?”

"Yes, I'm afraid so. We ill have to monitor the screen and make sure no one gpproachesthisarea,”" he
replied.

"And pray that the operator on duty, or the security sys-tem, didn't notice the delay over that damned
operator code! Can you tdl if we have got into the transmitter program yet?"



"Just about. Therewe go,” he said, relaxing. "Theworst should be over.”
He shifted into amore comfortable position, back to the wall opposite the VDU.

"Thisisthe long-winded part," he said. "It could take upward of an hour, depending on which quadrant
the trans-mitter was facing before we started our Search test.”

Carrie settled down beside him and tried to ease the ten-sion in her neck muscles.

"Don't try," advised Kusac, putting an arm round her. "The extraadrendine will keep you aert for now.”
It was nearly three quarters of an hour later when Kusac shook her awake.

"There's someone coming!" he hissed, getting to hisfest.

"Uh?" she muttered, trying desperately to get her brain working.

"Someone's coming, but they're too far for meto reach. | need you to Link with me," he said urgently.
"Ah, right," she sad, finally managing to surface.

Taking his outheld hand, she wasimmediately aware of the presence of the Vategan. Together they
carefully entered the Alien's mind, ascertaining that his errand was a persona one which could essily wait.
A smdl thought here and there and he quickly decided that he redlly had no desireto visit hisfriend via
the service corridors. Without quite knowing why, he found himsdlf blinking deepily and returning to his
OWnN room.

"L et's hope there aren't any moreinsomniacs,” sighed Carrie, letting the Link dissolve and returning her
attention to the screen.

"Hey! Doesn't that mean we're actually transmitting?' she demanded, pointing at the display.
Kusac swiveled around.

"By Vartra, youreright! Weve actudly doneit,” he ex-clamed.

The screen cleared, then their transmit code was repeated.

"Threetimesthey said, didn't they?" asked Carrie. "Then it returnsto the Search test mode and we
dismantle our equipment.”

Kusac nodded. "There goesthethird sgna.”

The screen blanked suddenly, closing down their sgnd in mid-transmission.

"Oh, shit," said Carrie, jumping up.

A message gppeared on the screen, flashing imperatively, emitting loud beeps.

"What'sit say?' she demanded.

"It'sasking who isusing the terminal. Put that operator codein again,” he said, scrambling to hisfeet.
Carrietyped in the digits but the message and the beeping tone remained the same.

"l don't think it'sworking thistime" she said.



A second message flashed on the screen.

"Unauthorized use of transmitter. Security breached,” he read as a klaxon began to sound.
Hurriedly, he switched off the machines, pulling the lead free of the port.

"Let's, get the hdl out of here" he said urgently.

They shoved the cablesinto the improvised cases, latching them shut.

"Therésaquicker way out,” said Carrie. "It avoids the main doorway. | picked it up from him." She
indicated the gill unconscious soldier.

"WEeéll gill haveto leave by the main gates, though. Let's go-"
They headed down the corridor at arun, the klaxon wail-ing like abanshee dl around them.

Assheran, Carrie was mentdly searching ahead. Sud-denly she did to astop, grabbing Kusac by the
arm and pull-ing him back againg thewall.

A door on their left began to open. She grabbed for her gun, pulling it free and firing just asa Vadtegan
stepped into the corridor.

The burst of energy clipped the soldier's upper arm, mak-ing him screech in pain.

"Damn," she muttered, taking aim and firing again. Thistime the Vategan went flying backward without a
sound. The smdll of charred flesh filled the corridor.

"Oh, God," she moaned, dumping againgt the wall, the gun hanging limply from her hand. Shefelt sck to
the pit of her somach.

Kusac, mentaly checking beyond the door, shook her firmly by thearm.
War, Carrie, he sent.

Carrietook agulp of ar through her mouth and straight-ened up, trying not to look at the Vategan she
had just killed.

They waited amoment but neither of them could sense anyone else.
Let'sgo, sent Kusac.

They checked visudly at the doorway, closing it before continuing their mad dash. Carrie looked the
other way as she passed the body. Finally the corridor curved to theleft, ending at ametal door. They
skidded to a halt. Hearts thumping and chests heaving, they gasped for breath. Over the sound of the
klaxon, they could hear the pounding of many feet coming from behind.

Carrie nodded as Kusac glanced quizzicaly at her. He opened the door.
"Wait," shesad, tugging at hishdf of the computer. "Leaveit,” shesad.

He put it down and turned to ook through the partia opening. Hearing the gun go off he jerked hishead
back round. The two cases were smouldering ruins.

Why?



They're useless now, to us and the Valtegans. « Cautioudy, they stepped through the doorway, closing
it behind them. A short blast of his gun and Kusac had sealed the mechanism shut.

They stood once more in acorridor of the main complex.
"Whereis everyone?' whispered Carrie as she led the way down the right hand side.
"Probably guarding sendtive areas and dl the exits," he replied.

Suddenly, shefelt her arm seized by a clawed hand, and she was violently pulled to one side. Shelost her
footing and siwung helplesdy round to crash into the chest of aVategan soldier.

Nonretractable claws pierced her deeve, penetrating through to her arm. Then she was released, only to
be pulled round to face Kusac, the soldier's right arm pressed firmly across her throat. Automaticaly, she
dropped the gun, her hands going up to clutch a hisarm.

"Drop wegpon,” hissed the voiceamost in her ear.
They both froze.

The arm across her throat tightened.

"Drop wespon!"

The orange light seemed to intensify as the noise of the klaxon began to fade. She saw Kusac drop his
gun.

She could hear screams and smelled again the acrid tang of blood. Struggling, shetried to get away from
her captors but there were too many. Too many, and they were holding her down, and, oh, God, but it
hurt!

A Vadtegan face swam into view, one she recognized. But he was dead, wasn't he? Hadn't Kusac killed
himinthefor-ex?

She blinked, managing to move her head alittle and the visons faded. There was no one but Kusac in
front of her and there was no blood—yet. Thiswasthe Base, not Geshader.

Again she blinked, her senses beginning to clear as she forced the memories back. The fear remained.
Kusac came up out of hiscrouch, earslaid flat back and tail lashing.

"What do you want?' he asked.

"I kill woman now, yes?' grinned the soldier.

"No," said Kusac with suppressed fury.

"Hands behind head," the VVategan ordered, the grin fad-ing.

Kusac raised hisarms, overlapping his hands behind hishead. "L et her go," he said. "Y ou don't need her.
Y ou have me."

"Have both," snapped the soldier." New Alien and woman." He lowered his gun and fired.

"No!" shrieked Carrie, lashing out with her left arm. Des-perately, shetwisted in hisgrip, haf strangling
hersdf be-fore her right hand found the handle of her knife.



She heard Kusac's grunt of pain and the sound of him falling as she jerked her knifefree, bringing it up to
bury it in the Vategan's chest.

He coughed, staggering backward, dragging Carrie with him. She pulled the knife free and stabbbed him
again, thistime upward in the exposed throat.

He gtiffened, the arm that held her tightening in a spasm before releasing her. The other hand, gun
forgotten, clutched at the blade, pulling it free. Blood spurted out and he began to choke, drowning in his
own gore.

Whimpering, Carrie backed off, watching as he crashed to his knees clutching his ruined throat. His
mouth gasped for air he couldn't get as he dowly toppled forward and lay there.

A noise from behind made her whirl round.
"Get the wegponsfirgt,” said Kusac, hisvoice taut with pain. "Then get me something to bind my leg."
"Youredive'" shesad, saring a him.

"Hewasnt trying to kill me," he said, "just disable me." He looked down to where both his hands
encircled hisin-jured thigh in an attempt to stem the blood. "Which he's done. It would have been worse
if you hadn't attacked him."

Stll shedidn't move.
"Carrie, we're Sitting targets," he said patiently. " Get the wegpons and let's get out of here.”

"Yes," shesaid, finaly moving to retrieve her gun. She stopped by the body and picked up her knife.
Blood covered the handle and now her hands.

Carrie, sent Kusac, / need to bind my wound.

"Yes." Shewiped her hands on afold of her robe and bent down to check the soldier's uniform. The
materia was soft enough. Using the knife, she ripped off astrip from the lower edge of histunic and
hurried over to Kusac.

She knelt beside him, cutting part of the strip off to form a pad which she pressed over the gaping
wound. The rest of the material she quickly used to bind her makeshift dressing in place. Concentrating
on one job was helping her refocus her mind on the here and now.

"Don't makeit too tight,” he warned, wincing as hetried to flex the muscle while she knotted the binding.
She helped him stagger to hisfeet.

"Thisisbecoming ahabit | must break,” he said wryly, leaning againgt her for support.

"Canyouwak?" she asked, handing him hisgun.

"Il haveto," he said, letting go of her. "Which way?'

"There should be ajunction to the | eft about two hundred meters down there," she said, indicating the
way they had been heading. "The side exit is about another hundred me-ters beyond.”

"Let'sgo." He staggered a couple of stepsthen collapsed against the wall.



"Gods, give me ashoulder injury every time," he said, trying to joke about the pain as Carrie was
ingtantly thereto help support him.

"Why can't | fed your pan?'
"Thefilter | putin,” hesad, blinking hiseyesin an effort to stop theinner lids closing.
"Let metake someof it."

"No. | can't usemy Taent in this state. We need you to check for Vategans." He pushed himself off the
wall, keep-ing ahand againgt it for support. He began to limp down the corridor.

"Keep checking," he said.
They made it safely to the junction and asthey turned the corner they saw the Side exit ahead of them.

"I'm picking up large numbers of Vategansoutsde," she said, "but we expected that. None around here
at the mo-ment. Y ou wait here and guard the junction, I'll take alook at the exit.”

He nodded, too exhausted by the rjain to talk.

Carrie began to edge down the short corridor. On the right hand side she could see adoor. She stopped,
not sure whether there was anyone in the area behind it or not. There were so many Vategan presences
that it was getting hard for her to be specific.

The door sivung wide and without even thinking, Carrie fired a continuous burst through it. She stopped
only when Kusac, the skin around his nose and eyes gray with pain, touched her on the shoulder.

"Therésno onediveinthere" he said quietly. "There're noises coming from farther up the corridor
behind us. I'm afraid they may have gotten that door open.”

Carrie lowered the gun and nodded, moving toward the exit.

Asluck would have it, the door was trangparent. Backs to the wall, they peered through. In the glow of
the perimeter lamps, they could see the corner of alow bunker some five hundred meters distant.

"Therésagroup of Vategans out there, round the far cor-ner,” she said, pointing. "Also someon the
other sde of the building. Wed be out in the open for most of that run.”

Kusac looked at her. "Therésnoway | can do it, Carrie. I'm too dow with thisinjury. Can we reach
Skinner from here?'

Carrie activated the wrist comm.

"Skinner, do you read me?' she said urgently into the tiny pickup. "Comein, Skinner." Therewasonly a
distorted hiss.

"Too much interference from the building,”" said Kusac. "Check behind usfor Vategans.”

"They've found the body," she said after amoment. "If we get outside, we may be able to reach Skinner
on the comm. At least well be better able to defend oursalves from the onesinside. It's our only chance,”
shesaid, looking up a him. "One way or another, we go together, Kusac. I'll not be taken dive.”

He nodded dowly and pushed himsdf upright.



"I'll need to lean on you until we get out.”
She moved closer so he could put hisarm across her shoulders. Briefly, his hand touched her cheek.

She pushed open the door and they edged out into the night, keeping close to the wall. The bunker
seemed SO near Now.

Kusac leaned againgt the wall and adjusted his grip on the gun.
"I'll watch the door, you keep an eye on that area,”" he gestured to the end of the building.
Carrie nodded, stepping carefully past him. The gtatic from her wrist comm peaked loudly then faded.

"Comein, Skinner," shesaid, raising it to her mouth. Again the Static peaked and fell. Shelooked at
Kusac and shrugged.

"Leaveit on," he said, turning back to watch the doorway.
She inched forward, getting closer to the edge.

"Here they come," warned Kusac.

She swung round, dropping low to present less of atarget.

The door opened and a Vategan leapt out, ready to shoot. Kusac was faster and the soldier dropped to
the ground.

Pressing his back to the wall for support, Kusac did down till he was knedling on hisgood leg.

A hand came out, pointing agunin their direction. Carri€'s shot hit it and the gun exploded in aflare of
energy that made both of them blink for severa seconds.

She moved up behind him.

"They're coming from the other Side," she whispered be-fore turning round again.
The gun shook in her grip. She brought her other hand up to steady it and took a deep breath.
"Kusec, isthere a Sholan afterlife?”

"Huh?Yes. Yes, thereis”

"Takemewith you," shesad.

A loud explosion split the night air, the glow visble from where they crouched.
"Whét in hell wasthat?' exclamed Kusec.

Carrieswrist comm burst into life.

"Skinner here. Comein, Kusac."

Carrielooked at her wrist in disbelief.

"Answer it," said Kusac.

"Cariehere"



"We know where you are. What's your status?"

"Kusac'sgot an injured leg, he can barely walk. Were pinned down, with Vategans on both sides of us,"
shesad, therelief in her voice audible.

"Stay put. We're on our way."

"Keep watching," Kusac reminded her. "We aren't safe yet.”

In the distance, they could hear the sounds of fighting.

"TheVdtegans at the front have scattered,” said Carrie. "What about those in the building?”
"Sill there"

They listened to the sound of gunfire and energy wesapons getting gradually closer.

"Get down!™ hissed Kusac, flinging himsdf down and away from the wall asthe door burst open. Two
Vategans appeared, shooting indiscriminately down the side of the wall before disappearing back into
cover.

Kusac raised his head and looked around. Carrie lay in ahuddle beside thewall. She was much too till.

"Carriel" Therewas no reply. He reached mentdly for her and was ingtantly sivamped by ablinding
headache, but he couldn't sense her.

Pushing himsdf up onto his hands, he crawled toward her, heedless of the pain from hisinjured leg.
Reaching out, he shook her by the shoulder. She sprawled limply on her back. Blood darkened the hair
on one side of her head.

Touching her brought the confirmation he needed. Shewas dlill dive. Pulling himsalf closer he beganto
gently feel her scap with hisfingers. There didn't seem to be any de-pressions. He glanced at the wall.
Severd chunkswere miss-ing. She'd obvioudy been hit by some of the fragments.

A noise from the door drew his attention. He looked for his gun and discovered held left it behind.
Where was Car-rie's? Franticaly, he glanced around till he saw it lying be-yond her, out of reach. He
froze, turning his head as aV ategan emerged from the doorway, gun trained on them.

The soldier grinned.

Something whanged past his ears, hitting the soldier square in the chest. The Vategan seemed to crumple
inon himself before theforce of theimpact swept him off hisfeet, flinging him to the ground.

"Get your head down, Kusac," came Davies voice from behind.
Heleaned forward over Carrie's head, protecting her, too.
There was amuffled explosion followed by ablast of hot air.

"That should sort them out,” said Davies, crawling up to them. "What happened to Carrie?' he asked,
catching sight of her as Kusac sat up.

" She's been hit by pieces of masonry. She's unconscious, but | think shell befine.”

"Shit. You'rein amess, too," the Terran said, looking at Kusac's leg. He thumbed hiswrist comm.



"Daviesto Skinner. We need that groundcar over here fast. We've got two casualties, neither serious, but
they aren't walking anywhere. I'm at the main building, forward of the bunker on the northwest sde.”

"Copy."
Another figure emerged from the night to join them.

"Hear you need help,” said Hughes, throwing a packet to

Davies. "Vannagave me somefield dressings. Y ou seeto Kusac. I'll check Carrie.”

Quickly and efficiently, Davies removed the saturated wad that still miraculously covered Kusac's wound
and replaced it with agterile dressing.

They could hear a series of muffled explosions followed by onelarge one.
"Sounds like they got the groundcar pool,” said Davies.
"What?" asked Kusac, twisting round to look at Carrie.

"We used your explosivesto rig some rather nice little bombs. | used one on your friendsin the
doorway," hesaid.

"Aswdl astaking out the main radar ingtalation so that when the Sholans arrive the Vategans will be
blind, the oth-ers hoped to have enough Ieft to destroy some of the groundcars. From the sound of it,
they got enough of them to set up achain reaction.”

Kusac turned back to look at Davies.
"Y ou took out their radar?"

"Yep. You heard thefirst exploson? That wasit. Now they can't tell anyone what's happening, nor know
when the Sholans arrive. And with some thirty groundcars destroyed, they're going to have ahell of ajob
moving troops about Keiss."

Kusac turned back to Hughes. " She's coming round,” he said, seconds before Carrie began to stir.
Hughes gave him a gtartled glance.
"How isshe?'

"She'sfine. Just a couple of nasty cuts on the scalp and alump or two. Well check her out for
concussion when we get her on board the groundcar.”

They could clearly hear the whine of the groundcar's en-gines now, and within moments, it cameinto
sght round the back of the bunker, settling down afew meters from them.

Carrie moaned and tried to Sit up.

"Easy now," said Hughes. "Y ou got a nasty bump on the head.”
"Kusac?' she mumbled, looking owlishly around.

"Here," he said, taking her by the hand.

"Arewe safe yet?'



"Weresafe"
"Timeto go," said Hughes, getting to hisfeet and picking her up in hisarms. Shelet go of Kusac's hand.

Davies got up and hel ped Kusac to hisfeet, supporting him as he limped the few metersto the vehicle
where Vannaand Jo helped pull himinsde.

Hughes brought Carrie down to the back of the vehicle to join them and VVanna began to do her own
check on both their wounds.

"It'snot that | don't trust you," she said gpologeticaly, "but..."
"You just don't trust anyone but yourself," finished Hugheswith agrin. "I understand.”

"When we get to the cave, I'll sedl your wounds and dress them properly,” she said as the groundcar
took off to rendez-vous at the gate with the others.

Anders banked sharply to theright, sending them diding toward the port side hull.
"Hey, watchit," Vannacomplained.
"Sorry," hesaid.

As soon as they touched down, the others scrambled on board. Of the giant spotlights at the gate, only
blind metd struts remained. The Base was now lit by the glow of many fires, the largest being the
groundcar pooal.

Anders managed to do a head count as they boarded and as the last man was hauled in, he sedled the
hatch and took off, flying high over the fence and into the swamplands.

Remarkably, no one else had been injured.

"Did you send the sgndl?* demanded Garras, asking the question on dl their minds.
Kusac nodded. "We sent it," he said.

Garras sttled back, relieved. "Then it'sonly ametter of time.”

"What now?" asked Richard. "What happens while we wait?"

"We lay the groundwork for a Sholan/Terran treaty,” re-plied Garras.

"We get the basislaid for the diplomats so that they can't screw it up,” added Skinner, with arare smile.
"Y our father will aready be on hisway to join us, aong with the leaders from the nearest towns."

"I'm not looking forward to that meeting,” murmured Carrie unessly.
Vannaleaned forward to pat her arm encouragingly.

"Don't worry," shesaid. "Y ou're with us now, and you'll stay with us—more than that, you belong with
s

Kusac put hisarm round her and hugged her closeto hisside.

"He daren't risk an incident by demanding you stay with him on Keiss," he said.



Besides, he continued mentdly, / have a feeling Skinner will convince himyou are an ideal spy in
our camp!

"Do | truly belong with you, or will | be just another Alien to your people?' Carrie asked Kusac, turning
atired and bloodstained face to him.

"We belong together,” he said gently, licking her ear.



