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"Sonmeone down therel™ Jaez announced.

Greer Yancy |eaned toward the forward port to see where the shuttle
pil ot pointed. "Where?"

Bef ore Jaez could answer, Dedrick shoved her aside and crowded agai nst
the pilot's shoulder. He'd already taken off his seat-web, claimng the
too-tight webbing dug into his flesh. The man ate shipboard food with as
little discrimnation as a pig, Geer thought, having sat at table with him
for six weeks.

"Don't see anything!" Dedrick conpl ai ned.

"Two o' cl ock position. Right in front of those |ow, bushy things," the
pil ot said. "Something wong, though. He's noving peculiar.”

She managed to get a glinpse beneath Dedrick's raised arm They were
now skimrng the planet's surface at the level of spindly, tree-like grow hs,
over a narrow |l anding-strip. On the ground in a patch of brilliant sunlight,
she saw a figure waving at them O maybe shooing them away. The gesture was
oddly spastic, open to interpretation. Then the figure broke into a halting
run as if he wasn't in conplete control of his linbs, darting across the
clearing and di sappearing into trees.

Greer scanned the surface for ents -- friendly or otherw se. Bridging
t he chasm between human and alien | anguages was a routine task for a
xenol i ngui st assigned to a starship, even a freighter like the _City of Sao
Paul o_. Too routine. This rescue nmission -- in response to a fragnented
di stress call the _Sao Paulo_ had picked up -- was the nost prom sing event of
a two-year voyage. She braced herself against the seat-web and prepared for
t ouch down.

The shuttle landed, then rolled to the brief line of trees that narked
the margin of the sandy clearing. Thin as broonsticks, they rose naked for
perhaps thirty feet, then suddenly sprouted spiky tops like fistfuls of
scarl et knives, a color so vivid it hurt her eyes. O her than sparse clunps of
t he neon-hued trees and | ow, thorny growths resenbling purple tangles of
barbed wire, the planet was dun-colored. Beautiful in its arid way, she
t hought, rather like her native Mjave Desert in m d-August.

"Yuck!" Dedrick said. "Who the hell picked this dunp for a col ony?"

Dedrick was mi ddl e-aged, a successful engi neer who rated everything on
a planet in terns of its suitability for building bridges, dans, aqueducts,
hydroel ectric power plants. At dinner every night, he'd boasted about
di sasters and accidents on projects that he'd survived by a conbination of
skill and nerves.
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"Research group,"” lversen put in. The fourth nenber of the hastily
assenbl ed rescue teamwas snall, soft-spoken, younger than Greer, a nedtech on
his first assignnment who so far hadn't faced a situation nore serious than the
upset stomachs of the _Sao Paul 0's_ crew. "Astrononers and astrophysicists,

Li brary says."

"What'd they do?" Dedrick said sourly. "Run out of sunbl ock?"

Jaez opened the shuttle's hatch. A blast of hot, dry air hit them
tinged with a rusty, iron snell |ike bl ood.

The man who' d waved at them suddenly reappeared. He was over six feet
tall and thin to the point of emaciation. Hs dark hair and beard were |ong
and unkenpt, and his clothes | ooked as if they'd once bel onged to soneone nuch
shorter. H's novenents fascinated her. He seenmed to be trying to conme forward
and nove back at the sane tine, each |linb obeying a different order and then

contradicting it in md-nmotion, |ike soneone who'd | ost the automatic contro
functions of his brain and had to nove each part by conscious thought.
"Neur ol ogi cal damage," |versen observed.

"Frigging lunatic!" Dedrick said. "Christ! It's hotter than hell down
here."

He pushed past Jaez to stand at the top of the ranmp. Jaez nuttered
under his breath. The veteran pilot's dislike of the engi neer had been obvi ous
fromthe first. Dedrick had insisted his skills would be useful to the crew on
this mssion. To Jaez's dismay, the captain had agreed.

"H-- H-- H!" the tall man said. H s nouth worked crazily as he
spoke. "Th -- Th -- Thank G-- G-- God that you c -- canme! Didn't th -- think
m-- nessage w-- w-- would get -- "

He seemed at war with hinself. Trained to pick up the nuances of
nmoverrent and gesture that reinforced or contradicted speech, neani ngs skewed
out of the ordinary, Geer thought his body struggled to underm ne what his
tongue wanted to say.

"We're here to help you, pal!" Dedrick stood at the bottom of the ranp,
wi pi ng sweat off his broww th the back of his hand. "Tell ne what you need."

"Where's everybody el se?" the young medtech asked.

"D -- Dead," the man said. "All dead. Th -- Thirty men and w -- w --

wonen. | -- 1 -- 1 amthe |l -- last -- "
He broke off as if the effort were too great.
"Jesus!" |versen said.

Jaez noved down the ranp and deliberately placed hinself between the
tall man and Dedrick. "My God, man! \Wat happened here?"

Now t he man shook his head, an alarnming gesture that seened capabl e of
unhi nging the head entirely fromhis neck. "Crops all d -- died. Nothing grew.
C-- Can't eat the native f -- f -- "

"Native flora?" Jaez guessed.

"Native viruses a problen?" Iversen asked.

It seened a good guess to Greer. The reaction the nmedtech's question
provoked startled her.

"N-- N-- No! No! Nod-- d-- disease! This -- This is -- Tried to --
Tried to ee -- ee -- eat -- Rats! -- Tried -- "

He stopped suddenly, arms still in nid-gesture, nouth slack. The
shuttle's crew stared at him Seconds blinked by.

Then he noved again, and it was as if they were | ooking at a different
per son.

"Sorry," he said, hands rel axed against his hips. "I have these
unfortunate -- episodes, for lack of a better word. Name's Jim Sharnov."

After a nonment's hesitation, Jaez introduced the team They stood
awkwardly now in the fierce sun, none of themsure what to do first. The talk
turned to the colony in trouble.

"We ran out of food. Nothing we brought with us would grow here,"
Sharnov said. "And our systens didn't tolerate the native vegetation."

"Hostile ents too?" |versen asked.

"No. No aliens at all."



"That lets you out," Dedrick said to Geer. "Too bad! |I'd hoped to get
to see you do some work for once."

She knew he was scornful of the Guild s work. Well, so was she right
now. She'd expected so much nore of her career -- adventure, excitenent, a
chance to make a difference. How juvenile her anbitions seemed now. The Guild
had been too successful; there were no adventures left for a lingster in the
Oion Arm Certainly not one so untal ented that she'd graduated bottom of the
cl ass.

Sonet hi ng brushed agai nst her shin; she glanced down. A large dog with
thin, matted coat and promi nent rib cage gazed up at her. It | ooked sick. She
noved a few i nches away.

"Where'd that come fron?" Jaez asked.

"That's Sammy," Sharnov said. He sniled as if he'd learned to pull up
the corners of his nouth but not to experience any enotion behind the gesture.
"W weren't supposed to bring pets along, but one of the wonmen smuggled himin
her personal |uggage. He was only a puppy then, of course."

"Hey -- | like dogs!" lversen said. But he made no nove to touch it.

The dog fl opped down on the coarse sand, |arge anmber eyes staring at
G eer.

"We brought sonme food supplies,” Jaez said. "Not rmuch, though. Coul dn't
tell what you mi ght need. But we'll get you a meal right away."

“I"'mall right," Sharnov said.

"But you |look -- "

"I said I'mall right!"

Jaez opened his mouth to reply. Shut it again.

"So how d _you_ manage to survive when the others didn't?" Dedrick
wanted to know.

Sharnov's nouth pulled sideways in an odd grin. "Guess |'mbetter at
adapting. "

"We couldn't see your compound coming in," lversen said.

"South of here -- about a kilometer. In a larger stand of trees for
shade. "

The dog whined softly at her. She overcane her reluctance and stroked
the fur behind his ears. She'd had plenty of dogs as a child, hybrids nost of
them products of donmestic bitches in heat and anorous coyotes that roamed the
desert she'd grown up in. They'd had a lot to offer that pure-breeds |acked.
This dog was about the size of a Labrador, with a short, brindl ed coat and
droopi ng ears. H's eyes were huge and | um nous.

"Qught to search for possible survivors anyway,'
go ahead with Doctor Sharnov. Dedrick -- "

But Dedrick was already striding away with the other two. Jaez nuttered
at the engineer's retreating back, then opened the cargo hatch and
contenpl ated the neager energency supplies they'd brought with them She felt
enbarrassed for him but it wasn't her job to put Dedrick in his place.

She strapped on the small field pack that contained the vials of
neurotransmtters every Quild lingster used when worki ng. She obvi ously wasn't
going to need it here, but training dictated it not be |eft behind.

The dog followed her to the conpound whi ch was hidden in a denser stand
of the broonstick trees; she didn't see it until she was alnost on top of it.
She doubted the sparse foliage offered nuch real shade to the snmall group of
| ow bui | di ngs.

When she reached the first hut, Sharnov |eaned out the doorway, bow ng,
the rictus grin on his face again.

"Wl comre to ny hunbl e hone. "

Again his oddness prickled. She went past himinto the interior where
Dedrick and lversen were inspecting a runpled printout. The hut contai ned
little other than a folding table where an old conmputer term nal sat beside a
pile of enpty dishes. Probably too old to do the work a lingster would need to
achi eve interface, she thought. Just as well there were no indigenous entities
ar ound.

Jaez said. "lversen,



It was cooler in here than outside but not nuch; the air was stale,
carrying the faint traces of decay. Looking up, she saw gaping holes in the
roof through which the sun poked arrows of light. Jaez foll owed her and set
down the small crate just inside the doorway.

"Look at this," Ilversen said.

"I want you two to make a sweep of this conpound,” Jaez said. "Make
_certain_ there's nobody el se here. Don't want to | eave anybody behind."

"Take a |l ook at this first!" Iversen pointed to an entry.

"D-- D-- Damed ¢ -- cur!"

Startled, she glanced round in time to see Sharnov kick the dog in the
ri bs. The nongrel yel ped sharply and junped away fromthe man's tw tching | eg.

"G-- G-- Gt away fromm-- ne! Leave m-- m-- ne alonel"

Sharnov appeared to be in the throes of a seizure. H's entire body
spasned; his nmouth opened and shut, gulping air; his eyes rolled back in his
head. The dog raced away, tail between his |egs, al nost knocking down Jaez who
still stood in the doorway.

Then the jerking novements stopped. The man turned away fromthe
fl eeing dog and spoke al nost apol ogetically.

"He brought fleas with him™"

* * * %
Sharnov was only pretending to eat.

Greer studied him in the absence of ents, she applied her training to
observe this strange human. The scientist held the nutriwafer to his lips, his
jaw moved, but she was certain no crunb entered his mouth. She'd heard of
starving nen |acking strength to eat, but the nan who'd aimed that kick hadn't
been weak.

"You nmentioned 'rats' earlier,’

Sharnov stared at her blankly.

"That's right," lversen agreed. "Wen we first got here. You said
'"Rats.'"

"You obvi ously nmi sunderstood,” Sharnov said.

The nedtech | ooked as if he were about to say something, then thought
better of it.

"There's nothing that big around here,’
O herwi se, not nuch."

That couldn't be true, she thought. Cbviously the dog had found
somet hing to keep hinself alive when the food ran out.

"El sewhere, perhaps?" Jaez mused. "In other climte zones?"

"W cane to do astrophysics. Not zool ogy."

Greer watched Sharnov. She was certain she was right: he wasn't
actual ly eating anything. He did, however, reach for a cup of water and lift
it to his lips. Wien he set it down again, his eyes met hers over the enpty
cup. She'd seen that intense, flat gaze before, in the eyes of saints and
[ unatics. Wiich one was he, she wondered?

The hut was a furnace even though the planet's sun now hung low in the
sky. No power to run the air conditioner or the computer any nore, Sharnov
expl ained. After a while, he excused hinself and went outside.

Jaez and Iversen tal ked over what they'd found so far: Every buil ding
in the conmpound had been ruined except this one. A few steps away, Sharnov had
i ndi cated the shall ow graves of fam ne victinms. The col onists' | ogbooks they'd
found in other huts corroborated Sharnov's story of unexpected failure of
crops brought from home, the experinments with native plants that proved
wort hl ess because humans coul dn't process alien protein. There were no nore
survivors.

But nost puzzling of all was an entry in one log that hinted the
col oni sts had died by their own hands.

"Maybe they thought that was better than waiting for the inevitable,"
Jaez suggest ed.

"Don't like this planet!" Iversen said. "I grew up by the North Sea.

G ve ne snow any day."

she said. "Sone kind of little ani mal ?"

Sharnov said. "A few bugs.



"Don't know why they didn't eat the dog," Dedrick observed.

"Shut up!" Jaez said, anger snoldering in his dark eyes.

I versen interrupted smoothly, defusing the tension rising between the
two. "No neat on the dog, anyway. But the sooner we take off the better. Mkes
ny flesh creep down here!"

Jaez was still glowering at Dedrick. "Don't have enough supplies to
stay long. But we don't want to miss any inportant data that might explain
what happened here. Let's get going!"

"What do you want me to do?" she asked.

Jaez smiled at her. "Not nuch work here for a lingster, Geer. You're
in luck."

The nmen went outside

Twi | i ght had spread dull red shadows over the barren ground, pooling
like blood in the ruts made by the colony's vehicles and abandoned equi pnent.
Everything was shattered and rusting. A line of radar dishes lurched off into
the distance, tilting crazily, broken struts angling. The heat still hanmered
nmercil essly.

Unless a lingster was actively working, Guild rules said, evening was
the tine to practice the emergency protocols. She'd had a lot of time for
practice. Maybe it was time to recognize she'd never ampunt to nmuch as a
lingster. She had no special talents. That was why she'd ended up assigned to
a freighter; nobody el se wanted her. Maybe it was time to | eave the CGuild.

The nongrel sat patiently outside Sharnov's hut, first scratching
hinsel f, then licking the sore place. Fleas, Sharnov had said. And woul d they
give rise to the sane cycle of parasites when their eggs were ingested as they
did on Earth? A poster seen in a veterinary office on a long-ago trip with one
of the coyote-half-breeds cane to her nmind, detailing all the stages of
mut ati on fromsurface flea to intestinal worm The dog's enaci ati on suggest ed
wor ms. Anot her reason she was reluctant to touch him

Sonet hing crashed to the ground near the hut.

Sharnov stood by the water tank a few yards away fromthe hut, hol ding
an ax. He appeared to be westling with hinself. The ax swung wildly,
sometinmes grazing the edge of the tank, sonmetimes nmissing his own |eg
narrowl y. Pipes that had led out of the tank |l ay broken and scattered over the
ground at its base.

"Hey!" She started to run towards him "Wat're you doi ng?"

He got in another swing. The bl ade rang agai nst netal. Then he jerked
to face her.

She sl owed, suddenly aware of the non-existent protection of her thin
clothing. His body was jittering as if he had a severe case of pal sy. Anger
and agony ski dded across his face in turn

"Are you all right?"

_Stupid question! _ She stood far enough away to run if he shoul d decide
to aimthe ax at her. The dog grow ed.

Shar nov shuddered and col |l apsed to his knees. She ought to cal
I versen. But before she could get the nedtech's name out, Sharnov pushed
hi nsel f up again. She stared as he dusted the dirt off his clothes.

Then he gave her that enotionless smile. "Miust be the heat."

"I's there -- | nean, there _nmust_ be sonet hi ng wong?"

"Way do you say that?"

"The way you've been acting. It's obvious something's the natter."

H s nouth twitched at one corner. "No."

Ilversen and Jaez cane runni ng towards them

"What's up?" Jaez demanded.

"W heard sonething," lversen said. "Everything okay?"

"You took ar -- risk, coming d -- down h -- he -- here,"” Sharnov said.
Hi s face nuscl es twtched.

"Well, yes, but -- " lversen said.

"Anything could h -- happen. Any th -- thing at all."
"Li ke what?" Jaez said.



Sharnov didn't answer, but his |lips were spasning again. Geer knew his
tight nouth was holding in the stuttering voice that gave sonething away he
didn't want known.

"Maybe you'd better let me take a | ook at you?" the nmedtech said.

Sharnov st al ked away between the ruined buil dings of the compound, his
gaunt shadow stretching before him

"What the hell's wong with that guy?" Jaez said.

"Seens sick, to me," lversen said, his voice rising. "Maybe we
shoul dn't be so quick to take himback up until we're sure? VWhat if it's
somet hi ng contagi ous? | don't have rmuch experience with alien viruses."

Jaez shook his head. "Keep your voice down!"

There was danger here, but she couldn't define its contours. No point
in saying anything to Jaez just yet. Sammy whined softly and trotted after
her .

The tree trunks were in darkness by the time she arrived at the top of
alittle rise, only their spikes lumnously crinson in the slow sunset. A
subtl e, quick realignnment of shadows caught her eye. At the base of one of the
trees something small and shiny black scuttled out of sight. She sat down on
the warmearth, resting her back against one of the trees. Sammy |lay down wth
a sigh beside her.

The irony of it was, she'd |oved every nminute of her xenolingui st
training; she just hadn't been very good at it. She'd relished the excitenent
of the always-present el enent of danger when an interface opened between alien
| anguages. _ Never |let enotion color the interface,_ the Guild taught. That way
| ay psychol ogi cal breakdown. And sonetimes, the resulting stormof the
unfiltered universe swept the unwary |ingster away into nmadness. One of the
first |l essons was the energency protocols. Mst lingsters hoped they'd never
have to use them G eer had hoped she woul d.

She cl osed her eyes. _Step One: Let go, let go of fear, let go of anger

After a while, she opened her eyes, relaxed and refreshed. Like
nmedi tation, practice of the protocols steadied and rested the nind

Now the | and was flooded with grey noonlight fromthe nearer of the
planet's two satellites. From where she sat, she could see the shadowy hunps
of the conpound, and farther away the shuttle. Tw light shrouded its contours.

She sat up; her eyes had caught a gleamin the shuttle's interior
Per haps Jaez had gone back to fetch sonething. Wiatever it was, the |ight was
ext i ngui shed now. Absently, she patted the dog's head.

Al t hough at first she'd been struck by the planet's superficial
resenbl ance to her native desert, it was eerily different at night. In the
Mbj ave, her sensitive ears woul d' ve picked up the tiny flutterings of night
birds, the squeak of small rodents hunting in darkness, and the soft pad of
predators that preyed on them Here the night was utterly silent.

She junped as sonet hing throbbed. The noise came fromthe direction of
t he parked shuttle. Scranmbling to her feet, she stared in confusion as the
craft suddenly rolled forward, gained speed, then | eaped up into the night
sky. She stunbled down the little hill towards the compound, the dog at her
heel s. Thorny bushes whi pped her ankles and stung her hands.

Jaez, lversen and Dedrick stood open-nouthed in the doorway of
Sharnov's hut, staring at the vani shing starspeck of the shuttle.

"He |l eft us! He goddammed left us!" |versen said.

"He won't get far," Jaez said grimy. "I code-locked the nav-com Force
of habit!"

The starspeck went nova as they watched.

* * * %
The radio transmtter which had beamed the original distress signal up to the
_City of Sao Paul o_ had been destroyed. They stood in the roofless
conmuni cati ons hut at sunrise, staring at the tangl ed w eckage.

"You're an engineer," Jaez said to Dedrick. "Fix it!"

"How n hell do I do that? The bastard totalled it!"



"Try!"

"If you hadn't been so goddammed cl ever | ocking the nav-com we
woul dn't need_ a transmtter!”

"Anybody knew anyt hi ng about shuttles, they'd have known inmredi ately
not to take off. Howwas |I to know -- "

"Your captain woul d' ve guessed sonet hing was wong the mnute that
asshol e stepped out of the shuttle. Now he'll think we bl ew ourselves up!"

"It's done now" Jaez shouted. "We need anot her solution!"

The day prom sed to be unbearably hot and the only shelter was
Sharnov's hut. Tenpers had been getting worse as the sun rose and their
desperate situation sank in. Geer wondered how long it would be before they
began sl uggi ng each ot her.

"I don't understand why he did it," Iversen said. "Wuy couldn't he
wai t ?"

"Maybe he thought we'd find out he murdered all the others," Jaez
suggested griny.

"He made damm sure we woul dn't be radioing the news any tine soon!"
Dedrick nuttered

"Maybe there're parts stashed somewhere,’
canni bal i ze sonet hi ng. "

“I"l1l do what | can." Dedrick noved irritably about the com hut, the
sour stink of his sweat trailing him "Don't want to stay down here eating
t hose goddamed nutriwafers!"

"Dam well have to if we don't figure out something before the _Sao
Paul o |l eaves orbit," Jaez said.

"It scares ne," lversen said. "You ask ne, there's sonething about this
pl ace. Some reason he didn't want to be around when we found out."

Dedrick scow ed at the young nedtech. "Got to have sone organization if
we're going to survive. lversen, you -- "

"Wait a minute," Jaez said. "I have command here."

Dedrick turned his back on the pilot. "Make a ration plan for the food
and water, lversen. Have to be tight. Don't know how long it's going to take
me to rebuild a transmitter.”

| versen shook his head glumy but noved out of the hut.

"Yancy, you -- "

Jaez grabbed Dedrick's arm "Sonething wong with your hearing,

Dedri ck?"
The big man swatted the pilot's hand off as if it were a fly and

Jaez said. "Or maybe you can

| ooked at Greer. "You take search detail. Round up anything -- absolutely
anything! -- we could use. Don't bother your pretty little bl onde head
second- guessing. Just bring it all to nme."

"lIgnore that, Geer!" Jaez said. "I'lIl give the orders."

"How re your building skills, Jaez? Can a pilot patch a roof? Could be
here for a while. Going to need better shade."

Jaez swung at himbut mssed as the engi neer stepped away.

She caught Jaez's armas he prepared to try again. "Arturo! Let's just
get on with surviving until sonmeone conmes for us."

Jaez scow ed but followed her advice, |eaving her alone with Dedrick

She gave Dedrick a hard stare. "You' re not making the best use of your
personnel , Dedrick."

"How s that ?"

"Someone ought to be hunting up new sources of water."

"This is a desert, Yancy, in case you haven't noticed."

"l understand a _hydroengi neer _ mght find it hopel ess. But these
plants are getting water sonewhere. Probably underground sources."

He gazed at her. "Think you can find 'en®"

She nodded.

"So what're you waiting for? _|I'll_ take scavenger detail. Maybe |l
find sonething useful."

Sanmy was outside again, waiting. He wal ked besi de her as she set off



towards a clump of trees.
* * * %
The food ran out on the fourth day, in spite of lversen's careful rationing.
Greer suspected Dedrick had sonmething to do with that.
Dedrick had given up trying to repair the transmtter and the
generator, both smashed to pieces along with the contents of the huts and the

bui | di ngs thenselves. _"Looks like they had a war going on here,"_Jaez had
commented. _"Can't see how starving people had the strength to do sonething
like this."_ _"O why,"_ lversen had put in. The younger man's face was grey,

the skin stretched taut over his bones with strain.

She sat in the sparse m dday shade of the punctured water tank, trying
to keep distance between herself and Dedrick. Sammy lay at the edge of the
shade. Apparently he didn't suffer fromthe sun's burning rays as nuch as she
did. She watched hi mabsently scratch one ear. Sonething that had bothered her
when she first met the skeletal dog cane back into her mind. He continued to
live while the colonists had died.

"Sammy? Are you catching rats?" Maybe if there was sonething on this
pl anet he could eat, they could too.

The dog swivelled a long ear to listen to her, but his gaze was off
into the distance.

"Yancy!"

Dedrick stood over her, sweating profusely. He was hol di ng her
fiel dpack in one hand.

"These work like vitam ns? Got to eat sonething.”

"G ve them back, Dedrick. They're not food."

"Yeah? Well |'ve heard what you lingsters take when you're working.
Maybe a few psychedelics would hel p pass the tine."

"You're a fool. They'd kill you."

"Rather | ate the dog? Going to have to, sone day soon."

As if he understood Dedrick's words, Sanmy grow ed.

"Maybe you should build sone traps. Catch the rats that Sammy's
obvi ously eating."

"What rats? Nothing like that here. Sharnov said so."

"He had to be wong. Samry's eating _sonething_ -- "

"Dogs like that don't need much food. Had hounds when | was a kid. Used
to forget to feed 'emfor days. They managed."

Stay calm she told herself. Anger only depleted her limted energy.
"You could at least _try. "

"What you want ne to put in 'em once | get 'embuilt? Cheese?" He
tossed the pouch away and sl ouched of f.

She heard the crack of glass as the pouch spilled its contents on the
ground.

* * * %
The traps Dedrick built out of salvaged scraps and baited with insects and
bits of vegetation stayed enpty.

On lversen's advice, they conserved energy by nmoving around as little
as possible. If they had to go out in the daytine, they covered their heads
and bodies in blankets and cloths stripped fromthe abandoned huts. At nidday
on the eighth day, they were Iying in Sharnov's hut, hardly able to breathe
because of the stifling heat full of body odors, but glad for shelter fromthe
burni ng sun. Dedrick had rolled up his bush jacket to support his head,
reveal i ng dark patches of sweat under his armpits.

"Damm! " Dedrick said. "I can taste roast beef."

"An enchilada -- that's what | crave," Jaez said.

"Baked potato with butter and sour cream and chives."

"Or perhaps a tamale -- "

They' d rapi dly exhausted the meager amount of water she'd been able to
find. If she could sutmmon the strength, she should go back out into the desert
and search again. The surface m ght be baked rock-hard, but |ike the Mjave,
there had to be underground sources that fed the broonstick trees and the



bar bed-wi re shrubs. Her father had taught her the basic el enents of survival
when she was young, a necessary skill for a kid who'd thought the desert was
her own backyard

Jaez stirred. "Were's Iversen?”

"Who the hell cares?" Dedrick nuttered

The pilot's anxiety infected her. She tried to renenber when she'd | ast
seen |lversen. Soon after sun-up, she decided, when she'd awakened from a dream
of eating in the refectory of the Guild s Mdther House on Earth -- nounds of

crusty bread -- sweet butter -- creany cheeses -- apples and pears piled high
in a polished wooden bowl . The young nedtech had been sitting up beside her
staring out the door at the red-streaked dawn sky. _"They're not com ng back
for us,"_ he'd said. "Captain'll think we died in the shuttle explosion."_

Jaez struggled to sit up, disturbing the dog as he did. Sammy had taken
tolying with themin the hut, his head by her feet.

"Qught to kill that dog and roast it," Dedrick grunbled, his eyes
follow ng the dog out of the hut into the blast of sunlight. "Lot of people
consi der dog neat a delicacy."

"Shut up!" Jaez said.

"Marrow i n the bones should be good."

Jaez scranbled to his knees. "Cotta find lversen.”

"WAait until the sun goes down, Arturo,"” she advised.

"May be too late. He could die -- "

"So could you."

"Let himgo," Dedrick said. "One less to feed."

The pilot shot hima | ook of pure hatred. But he | ay back down beside
her and they both drowsed off again. This tinme she dreamed of roast goose and
baked apples with cream-- mdw nter celebration in the snowbound Mt her
House

At nightfall, they found Iversen's body just outside the wecked shel
of the communi cations hut, his wists slit. Dried bl ood caked the ground where
he lay, a scalpel in his fingers. Dedrick pried it |oose.

* * * %
Back in the hut, Jaez and Dedrick argued about the need to bury Iversen. Bugs
would do the job in tinme, Dedrick said. Hours later, he got up and went
out si de.

She lay with her head at the door of the hut, watching the first
bl ood-stai ned fingers of dawn on the horizon. To take her mnd off the death
that waited for her, she thought about the planet and the doomed col ony. There
was a puzzle here whose solution -- if she could only fit the pieces together
-- would yield a way out. It was hard to concentrate, she felt so weak and
exhaust ed.

The dog licked her hand. It was conforting to have himplaying the role
of friend and protector cani nes had assunmed since the beginning of history.
Sanmmy scratched hinself vigorously. Fleas, she thought. And rats. Rats carried
fleas and fleas carried the Black Plague. Was that the answer? Had the col ony
di ed of sonme unknown pl ague? But Sharnov denied it was disease that killed
t hem

Sonet hi ng about the dog. One of the puzzle pieces. He'd been little
nore than skin and bones when she first saw him But he seenmed no worse now.
How was he nmanaging to stay alive?

"Arturo," she said. "Have you ever seen this dog hunting?"

Jaez munbl ed sonet hi ng. Al arned, she glanced at the pilot. He was in
bad shape, his brown face turning yellow But he managed a feeble grin as she
rai sed her water container to his lips.

"He has to be finding something to eat, but | never see himdo it."

As if he understood her words, Sammy sl apped his tail against the dusty
floor of the hut.

A shadow fell over her head. She glanced up and saw Dedrick in the
doorway. I nmmedi ately, the dog's hackles rose and he crouched beside her as if
ready to spring at the man's throat.



"Bugs got himalready. He was crawing with "em" Dedrick said.
"Coul dn't use a dam thing."

"What you ... talking ... '"bout?" Jaez said, his voice a painful wheeze
froma parched throat.

"Stupid to let it go to waste."

Then she saw what he was holding in his left hand. She screaned.

The engi neer | ooked down at Iversen's severed hand that he was hol di ng
by the thunb. Cotted bl ood showed at the wist, but it had been cleanly cut.
The nedtech's scalpel glinted in the top pocket of Dedrick's bush jacket.

"Long bones woul d' ve been better." Dedrick swayed tiredly on his feet
as he spoke. "Supposed to taste like pork. This is pretty dry. Couldn't get
t he bugs off the rest of him"

Jaez struggled up. "You ... sick bastard!"

Dedrick tossed Iversen's hand aside. "He stank already. Better to use
fresh.”

She suddenly realized he'd been holding his right arm behind his back
She struggled to her knees just as the hand cane slowy round, shaking with
effort. Dedrick had a | aser-gun

"Where you ... get ... that?" Jaez croaked, his eyes w de.

"Found it. Under the floor in one of the huts. Just didn't tell you

about it."

"Put it ... down!" Jaez ordered.

"Found sonet hing el se. Transponder they hadn't smashed up. Wrks, too.
Sonebody' || pick up its signal, sooner or later. Just got to stay alive unti
then. ™

"How ... gonna ... do that?"

"Cot to eat," Dedrick said.

A brilliant sliver of |ight streaked across her retinas. The dog

how ed. When she recovered, she saw Jaez sprawl ed at Dedrick's feet. Now the
engi neer had the scal pel in his hand.

“"Arturo!"

"Save your breath." Dedrick tore the pilot's thin uniformtunic. "He
was on the way out anyway. Anybody could see that." He went to work with the
scal pel . "Liver's the best part for quick energy."

She turned away just in tine to prevent herself fromvonting all over
Jaez' s body.

* * * %
"CGot to build a fire and cook this nmeat before it spoils,” Dedrick said |ater.
"Soon as the day cools off."

She didn't answer him She was sitting on the floor in a corner, knees
hugged tight to her chin, feeling nunb, drifting in and out of sleep. The
cloyingly sweet snell of fresh neat hung in the still air.

Sammy huddl ed beside her, his eyes follow ng every nove Dedrick made.

Hi s meal seened to have revived the engineer's strength. "Don't know
why you're so squeani sh. The Incas used to eat the liver and heart of their
enemes. O was it the Aztecs? Didn't taste too bad. A bit strong. Mre like
ol d moo-cow t han beef cattle."

She covered her ears.

"You do what you've got to do to survive."

"I'd rather die!"

"You won't have much choice. I"'mjust trying to help."

He sat down across from her. Sammy growl ed and she tightened her
fingers in his nmatted coat.

"W coul d've started with the dog," Dedrick observed. "But there's not
much neat on it."

Her fingers felt tendons in the dog's shoul der noving, the fur on his
neck ri sing.

"So we woul d've ended up at this point anyway."
"Why don't you shut up?"
He turned a puzzled expression towards her. "I don't get your problem



lady. I'"'maimng to get us out of here alive. But it's going to take tinme, and
meanwhil e we need to eat. Jaez was dyi ng anyway. You got a better idea?"

The dog trenbl ed under her fingers, every muscle taut with
concentration. She gl anced down at himand the yell ow eyes turned to gaze back
at her.

She coul d have sworn she heard himsay, Wait._

Hunger was al ready causi ng hal | uci nati ons, she thought wildly. She had
to stay rational. She dug her fingernails deep into her palnms, the pain
shocki ng her out of the dreamlike state she'd been drifting into. She took
several deep breaths and considered the situation

Dedrick had found a transponder that worked. For a nonent, she felt
al nrost hopeful. Then reality set in again: She was already severely weakened
-- But she could never bring herself to touch human flesh -- So she'd be dead
by the time a ship cane.

I f one ever did.

Dedrick stood up. He | eaned over her. "I'mgoing out to collect wood
for a fire. If you change your nmind, | left some neat already cut up."

Sanmy stood too, growing, daring himto touch G eer

"Forget it, nutt!" Dedrick gazed at G eer for a monent. "l never cared

for nuns anyhow "

The dog snarl ed.

"Qught to shoot that thing right now" H's hand nmoved to his belt where
he'd stuck the gun.

Sammy | eaped at his throat.

He screaned and went down under the dog. The gun slid out of his grasp
and clattered on the floor. Dedrick and the dog rolled over and over as if
they were playing. She pulled herself out of shock and reached for the gun
which lay a few feet from her hand.

"CGet the fucking thing off -- "

The words turned into a sickening gurgle. She stood up, holding the gun
wi th both hands. The engi neer and the dog |urched against Jaez's partially
di smenber ed body. The dog was shaking the nman like a terrier with a rat.

She cl osed her eyes. Forced herself to open them again. Ained --

Bef ore she could fire, there was a small sigh -- And Dedrick's head
fl opped back, the neck broken. He lay still, next to the body of his victim
The dog pull ed away and shook hinself. Drops of blood flew off his jaws and
spattered the wall.

She thought she was going to vomt again, but there was nothing left in
her stomach to come up

* * * %
She woke froma dream of eating trout her father had caught on a camping trip
when she was ten. The taste of fish remained on her tongue. She could stil
snel |l the wood snoke, still feel the warnmth of the campfire.

She was sitting against the wall, legs stretched in front of her. Samy
sat beside her, his breath warm on her cheek as she opened her eyes.

"Eat me," the dog said. Hi s nouth didn't nove.

She' d gone beyond hal | uci nati on. She was dyi ng.

The dog tilted his head, ears alert as if she'd spoken al oud. "Not
necessary to die," he said. "Eat me. Gain strength. Wit to be rescued."

"What -- are you?" Her voice croaked in her dry throat.

The big nongrel bared his teeth in a canine smle. "Friend!"

She groaned and cl osed her eyes. Alnost instantly sleep pulled her back
to the frying fish.

VWhen she woke again, it was evening in the hut and the dog had noved a
little way of f. He sat upright, paws placed neatly together, staring at her
Sonething glinted on the floor in the twilight and she | owered her head to
| ook.

The scal pel lay by her feet.

She snatched her feet away and hugged her knees as if the thing would
bur n.



"I offer a way."
"Dogs can't talk!"
The dog blinked slowy at her but said nothing.

"I"'mdelirious -- because |I'mstarving."
| magi nary conversation with a dog was nore exhausting than she woul d' ve
supposed. The dog was an alien, she thought. No -- the alien was a dog --

It didn't matter. Sleep dragged her down agai n.

When she woke, she had no idea how nuch tinme had passed. She felt as if
her head were stuffed with sonething grey and sticky. Thoughts came in sl ow
motion. It took effort just to | ook down. The scal pel was |ying right under
her fingertips. Wthout thinking, she closed her fingers over it. Then she
| ooked at Sammy. He returned her gaze steadily.

At the other side of the hut, the pilot's body was crawling w th | ong,
nmetallic grey bugs. She didn't look to see if this was happening to Dedrick
too. Her gorge rose at the thought.

She had to do sonmething to stay sane. _Think!_she told herself.
_Think, if you want to get out of this alive!_

Sonet hi ng had happened to the scientists in this colony. They'd gone
mad, smashed everything around themto pieces, then they'd killed thensel ves.
Sharnov had acted as if he were nmad, but Sharnov hadn't died. There was a
nm ssi ng pi ece.

Thi nki ng exhausted her. She | eaned her head back against the wall and
stared at the patched ceiling of the hut. The pattern of twlight and purple
shadow | ooked |i ke a grape vine loaded with fruit. Menory served up the taste
of their thick, sweet juice to tornment her

Sonet hing noved in a dark corner of the hut. Paused. Scuttled away. She
caught sight of a stubby grey body, |ong snout, no visible ears, an extra pair
of legs. No tail. Sammy grow ed.

The hut now held the cloying snell of two rapidly deconposing bodies.
She woul d have to do sonething soon before the rats ate them

But her nmind veered off on another tangent. Aliens reproduced in al

manner of ways. Sone she'd seen needed a host to nurture their young, like the
Terran spider that laid her eggs in a live but imobilized wasp. If the
col oni sts had been used |like the wasp -- but not inmobilized -- it mght
explain the destructive spree they went on before they died.

It would be so easy to go to sleep ... slip quietly away ..

The snell of frying bacon filled the hut -- She shook hersel f awake

again. She saw the faces of famine victins on a war-ravaged planet, sitting
apathetically by a dusty road, ribs poking out fromthe skin, eyes glazed and
sunken. It had never occurred to her that in their mnds they m ght fantasize
about food.

Sammy |icked her face. She forced herself to sit up straighter. There
had to be a way out of this. She had to survive until a ship cane.

Her hand still grasped the scal pel

She | ooked at Sammy. He scratched vigorously for a nonent, then sat
noti onl ess, eyes huge as noons in the dimlight, staring at her. She thought
of the poster: Fleas eating tapeworm eggs, dogs swallow ng flea eggs, |arvae
infesting their tissues, tapeworns developing in the intestines, eggs excreted
to be eaten by fleas, starting the cycle all over again. Dogs were the

unwi I i ng hosts in this progression of parasites.

If a particularly malignant parasite had invaded the colonists, the
result mght well be nadness -- a desire to weck everything in sight -- unti
deat h occurred.

_But Sharnov didn't die_ -- Somehow, he'd hung on to a shred of sanity
| ong enough to plan his escape -- _And he didn't need to eat_ --

It didn't matter. She wasn't going to live |long enough to tell anybody
what had happened. She was dyi ng.

Sanmy whi ned softly at her. The surgical knife was cool under her
fingers. Eat me, she'd hallucinated Samry saying. Man's best friend giving his
life willingly so that a human might live. She felt sick with m sery.



She pushed herself slowy onto her knees, |egs trenbling under her
willing the muscles to work. She had to choose: starve to death before a
starship picked up the signal and cane to investigate, or do the unspeakable.

The dog wat ched her crawling towards him neither fear nor curiosity in
his gaze.

"I"'msorry -- | have to do this --

But as soon as the scal pel touched the dog's fur, she couldn't go on.
She sat down on the floor, crying weakly, her arms around his shoul ders. Sammy
nuzzl ed her cheek

_You got a better idea?_Dedrick had asked.

Maybe t onorr ow.

Tomorrow she'd be too weak to lift the scal pel at all

She rolled slowy onto her knees. "I love you," she said. "Forgive ne."

He didn't bark or how as she stabbed him thrusting the scal pel deep
between the ribs. He only let out a sigh as he slunped to the floor, as if

somet hing tortured had been set free.
* * * %

It was hard to get the first mouthful of still warmflesh down, hard to ignore
the iron stench of blood. But she managed it. Her jaw ached as she chewed, and
her dry throat gagged as she swall owed. The nmeat was tough, stringy,
strong-flavored. Her stomach reacted violently to the first swallow, rejecting
it, but she persisted until sonething stayed down.

She concentrated on the idea that Samy had wanted this, that it hadn't
been a hal lucination, that he'd somehow of fered hinmself as a sacrifice so that
she might live. In return, she ate reverently, as if she were taking
conmuni on.

She felt the alien presence in her stomach al nbst at once. Sonething
live grew, hatched --

She went berserk with terror -- kicking the remains of the dog' s corpse
-- screaming till her throat hurt -- banging her fists and her head agai nst
the wall till a hole appeared. This nust've been the way the colonists felt,

smashing their equi pnent in rage and horror. Maki ng war on thensel ves.
Sl aughtering thensel ves rather than live with the consequences of what they'd
done.

Sharnov -- at least the part that was still sane -- had tried to tel
themthat the starving colonists had eaten "rats."” And so of course had the
dog. The spider and fl ea anal ogi es had been fal se. This was a synbi ot that
needed to co-exist with its host not kill it, moving up the food chain as it
was eaten and then taking over its host.

She' d been right about himthe first tine -- the insane and the holy
were both inhabited by an alien power. But humans had a terror of being
possessed. The horror of her situation overwhel med her again.

She had anot her thought. The dog had eaten the alien and not gone nad.
She willed herself to stay cal mand think this through

One good thing emerged in the aftermath of eating: her strength was
com ng back. It didn't exhaust her any nore just to think. She sat quietly,
angui sh and terror ebbing away in the face of the inevitable, the
i rrenmedi abl e. What she'd done could not be undone, but she knew now she wasn't
going to die unless it were by her own hand.

And i f her suspicions about the way this alien sonehow altered its
host's body chemi stry to use photosynthesis were correct, she wouldn't need to
eat any nore of Sammy's carcass. She wouldn't need to eat anything ever
agai n.

Li ngsters handl ed situations as bad as this in difficult interface.
She' d been taught to face the unfiltered universe and survive. There just
hadn't been a need to use that training until now The resolve to survive
cal med her. Fear ebbed slowy away.

She wasn't prepared for the alien's arrival in her nind

Pani c struck at the first tickle of utter otherness that slid through
her thoughts.



Her Self tangled -- snothered -- She struggled to hold on -- Sonet hing
craw ed slowy through every cell of her body -- undul ating al ong the nerve
pat hways - -

The alien was sentient. She wasn't prepared for this. She was going
i nsane.

_Never let enption color the interface_ .

She dragged hersel f back fromthe brink of terror. She couldn't give up
now. She had to be alive when the transponder's signal reeled in a passing
starship. There nust be a way to survive with the alien inside w thout |osing
hersel f. The dog's sinpler consciousness had allowed himto host the alien
wi t hout goi ng mad.

The Quild had given her a life-raft. She would use it.

She began to recite the enmergency protocols.

_Step One: Let go of anger_. Cear the mind so the alien couldn't nount
its anbush fromthe undergrowt h of her enmptions. And in the clarity that
energed there'd be a solution, a way to co-exist, to survive.

_Let go of anger. Let go of fear._

Pai n | anced through her head -- Chaos |oomed -- void --

_Step Two: Let go of thought.

Sonething cold slithered -- engulfing -- Something ripped -- burst --

_Ri se above. _

_Let go of Self._

The ground opened -- swall owed her -- suffocating -- roaring -- She
rai sed her arns -- shot up into light.

_Step Three: Hold the image. _

The shockwave smacked into her. Neon colors raged out of her eyeballs
-- I mages for which there were no human correl ation --

The tide went out. Chaos ebbed.

_Hold fast the image. _

Slowy, the tangled nightmare softened, pain fell away, the storm
passed and cal mreturned. Her heartbeat slowed. She woul d endure. Every day
she woul d westle this thing and endure. Human and alien

Hybri d.

She thought of the hybrids she'd known in her childhood. They'd been
strong, the best of both breeds.

She sat on the floor of the hut, staring out at the pink dawn sky shot
with acid yellow rays of the rising sun. The alien was a survivor too. To wage
war on the alien would kill them both, as the col onists had | earned.

They woul d survive together now until a ship found its way here, no
matter how | ong that took. Every day they'd have to conmprom se. She'd |earn
how to integrate the alien consciousness with the human till there was
somet hing new, better than each al one. Together, they would forge a comunion
of m nds.

And then they'd go home to the CGuild.
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