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Chapter 1:
Sheep
There was a moment of disorientation; then things steadied. There before him, seated in primitive wood chairs, were a man and a woman of his parents’ generation, wearing rustic home-made clothing. He was similarly garbed, with a formidable knife sheathed at his belt. They looked healthy and strong. “Hello,” he said. “I believe I have arrived.”
“Welcome to Colony Planet Jones,” the man said warmly. “I am Brett Peterson, and this is my wife Cora. We are the parents of Brian Peterson, your host body.”
“I am pleased to meet you. I am Amber Shepherd.”
Both colony folk looked startled. “Amber?” Cora asked.
He smiled. “Do not be alarmed. I am male. I think my folks wanted a girl, and didn't want to throw away the name. I am not unduly keen on it myself, and will be happy to use your son's name instead, while I have his body.”
Brett shook his head. “We prefer not to use his name when he's not here. It could be confusing.”
“Then I will gladly settle for my nickname, which is Shep.”
“Shep,” Bret agreed. “Your family were sheep herders?”
“Not as far back as we can trace. But it's a reasonable conjecture for our distant ancestry. At any rate, I know nothing about sheep.”
“We don't actually herd sheep here,” Brett said. “They exist wild, but we leave them alone. We do domesticate other animals.”
No domesticated sheep? That was curious, but not worth exploring at the moment. “I am here to study the local culture,” Shep said. “My major is in planetary management, and I don't want to be ignorant of the concerns of real people. Now I have researched Colony Planet Jones, and know that it was named after the first settler here, and that it is rustic, but I suspect there is a huge amount you will need to fill me in on. Just as my folks will be filling in Brian, on Earth. There's a protocol; it's part of the student exchange program.”
“Yes, of course,” Brett said. “We will do our best to make you feel at home. All we ask is--”
“That I not abuse your son's body,” Shep said. “Just as I'm sure Brett will not abuse my body on Earth. You may be sure I will do my part.”
There was a sound behind him. Shep looked around. A technician was just putting away equipment. That would be the umbrella-like device that surrounded the head of a person undergoing transfer; it connected to the one with his body back on Earth as the mind exchange was made. Brian would be seeing the same thing happening. It didn't look like much, but it did the job: they had in effect exchanged bodies and planets. Or minds, as the case might be.
There was a loud bleat outside. This was a pastoral planet; people and animals were closer together. Brett got up and went to the door.
He returned in a moment. “It seems we are being honored,” he said with a grimace. “It must be for Shep.” He beckoned.
Shep got up and walked with Brett to the open door. There was a large hornless sheep standing there. It wasn't exactly like the ones on Earth, but was definitely related, with woolly white fleece and a dull expression. It looked directly at him as if expecting something. “I don't think I understand,” Shep said.
Brett sighed. “I think you have been summoned to be a shepherd.”
“But I'm here to study the culture of this planet,” Shep protested. “Not to herd sheep. My nickname is not literal.”
“Life does not always proceed as planned.”
“I know virtually nothing about sheep, as I said, and less about shepherding.”
“These are not ordinary sheep.” 
Shep looked more closely at the sheep. It was a ewe; he could tell that much. She simply waited. “I know even less about extraordinary sheep.”
There was a barking from a neighbor's yard. A huge dog hurdled the fence and came charging toward them. “Stand still,” Brett said tersely. “We are about to have a demonstration. Do not try to intervene.”
Shep stood still, not knowing what else to do. In moment the dog arrived, growling fiercely. It leaped for the ewe's shoulder, intent on knocking her down to gain more ready access to her vulnerable throat. Shep winced, anticipating the slaughter.
The dog connected. It yelped in seeming pain and slumped to the ground, bleeding from the mouth. Something very like the blade of a knife projected from the shoulder of the ewe. As Shep watched, the blade slid back into her wool and disappeared, leaving only a smear of blood. She had not moved her body at all.
“The sheep can take care of themselves,” Brett said. “They are telepathic or precognitive; we're not sure which. And they are armed, as you can see; their hidden horns are deadly. They react only in self defense, but they are unerringly effective in that.”
“So I see,” Shep said, awed.
A man emerged from the house the dog had come from. He came across, stared at the twitching body of the dog, and shook his head. “Sorry about that. He's not yet trained.”
“It happens,” Brett said.
The man put his hands on the dog and dragged it away. The ewe stood unmoving. It was obvious that if the dog survived, it would never attack another sheep. Training was evidently brutal on a colony planet.
Shep was impressed despite his horror. At least now he understood why they did not herd sheep here. “Why would such a sheep need an ignoramus like me?”
“They need a shepherd. The ewes make annual journeys to the territory of the rams,” Brett said. “To get bred. It seems they don't want to be bothered by the rams at other times, so there are no rams in this region.”
“What about the lambs? No males?”
“The male lambs make a similar trip when they are old enough, to join their sires.”
“I know nothing about the local terrain, or anything else,” Shep said. “And less about shepherding, as I said. I'm completely unqualified. Any native could do a better job than I could.”
“This was not our idea either. The excursion is dangerous, and we fear for our son's body. But the sheep have evidently chosen you. They will also select a guide.” Brett gazed at him. “You will have to do it. It is part of our culture, so is in your interest in that sense.”
“The sheep choose the shepherd?” Shep asked incredulously.
“They do. And the one chosen may not decline. They have ways of enforcing their decision, just as they have of defending themselves. No creature is immune.”
“So I have to do this,” Shep said. “When?”
“Now. I will fetch Brian's knapsack and staff.” He went into the house.
“Boots and gloves too,” Cora called after him. “And a change of clothing.” She was someone's mother, all right.
“But I am not equipped physically or emotionally to travel through the wilds of an unfamiliar planet,” Shep protested belatedly. “I'm in training for a desk job.”
“There are supplies in the knapsack,” Cora reassured him. “And Brian's body is rugged. He does like to hike.” She frowned. “We would prefer him to marry and settle down, but he's a bit independent. Still has wild oats to sow. So we made him this deal: a semester of college on Earth, studying his music, and then he will decide his future.”
That did seem to make sense. He was stuck for it. “At least notify the authorities why I'm out in the field,” Shep said. “I'm supposed to check in.”
“We will do that. We know this is hard for you,” Cora said. “As it is for us. But it must be.”
He glanced at the placid ewe. “I must say, this is not what I expected.”
“The sheep know. They always select those who can best do what they need done. You will probably return safely in a month.”
“A month! My exchange is only for half a year.”
“Yes. You should have the rest of your time with us after your return.”
“That's nice to know,” he said with irony.
“We understand that it is a privilege to be selected by the sheep. You are the first from Earth to have the honor. It is also said that the experience is likely to be well worth it.”
What could he say to her? Shep looked instead at the ewe. “Are you really as dull as you look, Lamb-chop?”
She ignored him, chewing her cud.
Brett returned with backpack and staff. Shep donned the one and took the other his his hand. It was a solid pole about six feet long, with holes carved in the side. “Just call me Shepherd,” he said wryly. “Literally.”
“Farewell, Shep,” Brett said. “It is a necessary thing you do.”
“I hope so.” Shep looked at the ewe. “Lead on, McDuff.”
To his surprise the ewe started walking. Bemused, he followed. Other villagers gazed at them from their yards, seeming interested but not completely surprised. They had evidently seen this before, and might not realize that he was not Brian. But apart from the massive inconvenience, it was curious: why should the sheep choose an alien visitor? Did they really know, or was it sheer mischance?
Shep shook his head. He did not believe in weird coincidence. There had to be a reason. He just hoped it made sense in human terms.
The ewe led him out of the village and into a nearby meadow. There were five other ewes grazing placidly. His ewe joined them, but another stepped forward, glancing at Shep. Then she walked away. When he did not follow, she paused and bleated authoritatively.
“So I am to follow you now, while the other catches up on her grazing?” Shep sighed. “Okay, wool-mind.” He followed her.
She led him into the forest. The trail was rough, and now he had use for his staff, bracing himself, pushing aside brush. It was light and well balanced, weighted at the ends; it was surely effective for self defense too. His muscles handled it almost effortlessly, being attuned. Yes, his host was an experienced hiker.
Soon they pushed through a thicket of yellow saplings. There in a glade was days-old carrion, the rotting body of some animal. Several vultures were picking at it. They were surely aware of the intruders, but not alarmed, which was odd.
The ewe went to one particular vulture and bleated once to get its attention. The vulture looked at her and seemed to sigh, as if saying Oh, no! Not this. Shep had a notion how that was.
The vulture spread its wings as if to take off and fly away. But the ewe bleated again, imperatively, and the other vultures took note. They faced the selected one as if about to attack it. Shep could almost hear their silent dialogue: You have been summoned. You must go. Just as the Petersons had told Shep.
The one vulture capitulated. It walked to the ewe, then jumped, half spreading its wings, and landed on her back. It was not an attack, and no knife flashed. She turned and walked back the way they had come, carrying the big bird.
Shep realized that this was another protocol. By allowing the sheep to carry it, the vulture was acknowledging her dominance. Hereafter it might fly, but not to flee the responsibility it had taken on. But why did the sheep need a carrion eater? This continued weird.
They returned to the small flock. Then a third ewe—though he could not be quite certain, as they all looked alike to him—came out of the group, while the second one resumed grazing. The vulture flew to a nearby tree and perched on a branch, evidently for a snooze.
Shep followed the third ewe in a new direction. She found a rocky ravine and made her way down into it with sure hooves. Shep started to follow, but she glanced at him and bleated once. This was plainly a negation. So he sat down and waited, his staff across his knees, and looked around. The base of the cleft was dry, a mass of rocks and boulders with little vegetation; in a storm there would be a rushing torrent of water here.
The ewe reached the bottom of the gulch and bleated again, commandingly. And to Shep's amazement a huge snake emerged from a crevice between stones masking a hole in the ground. It was a python, maybe fifteen feet long, probably weighing more than Shep did, with a patterned hide. It did not attack the sheep; instead it glanced at her, then turned to slither away. It seemed that sheep were not its prey. No surprise there.
She bleated a third time. Shep could feel the voice of command. She was ordering the python to attend. And, reluctantly, it did. It slithered to her, lifted its head to hers, and froze in place. Some serpents were reputed to have a deadly stare, but the sheep was evidently immune. The python was first to break the gaze. Then the ewe turned and climbed up out of the gulch, and the snake followed. Here was another recruit to the mission, amazingly. How many more would there be?
They returned to the herd. The others were still grazing, unalarmed by the python. The vulture still snoozed in the tree. It was a peaceful scene.
A fourth ewe emerged from the pack, heading in a new direction. Shep, having learned the way of it, followed her. For some reason he was expected to attend the recruitments, maybe because he was the designated shepherd. She took him some distance along a trail only she could fathom, over a hill, through a neck of the woods, and to a small village of thatched cottages. Shep saw that these were elves, smaller than people but human in form, going about their business. They looked at the visitors but made no move either to greet or challenge them. It seemed that the sheep went where they would without hindrance.
The ewe stopped beside one cloaked female elf child playing with a collection of beads on strings. Her dark hair was bound back in a careless bun, and her small hands were nimble as they moved the beads. Shep realized with a start that she had a crude abacus, so must have been calculating something.
The elf looked at the ewe, who had plainly come for her. “Oh, piss!” she swore, evidently no more pleased to be chosen than any of the others were.
What a menagerie!



Chapter 2:
Elf
The elf child bid parting to her family, fetched a pack similar to Shep's and joined them. She was a couple of inches below five feet tall, and seemed thin under her voluminous cloak. Would he have to be taking care of her?
The ewe walked on out of the village, and the man and elf followed. What else could they do?
“This is an outrage,” the elf muttered. “I have no interest in guiding these animals to their rutting place.”
So she knew some of the adult facts of life. “It's not exactly my choice either,” Shep said. “But it seems we are obliged.”
She flashed him a withering look. “And even less interest in ruining my life by taking up with a town lout and herding sheep.”
Lout? She evidently took him for the native man, understandably. “With whom do I have the dubious honor of associating?” he inquired with sarcastic flair.
“It doesn't matter. I'm stuck for it regardless.”
This was one rebellious child! “It matters to me. We're both stuck with this crazy mission, and will have to call each other something if there is not to be confusion.”
“Call me anything you like, yokel,” she snapped. “We don't use names in the manner you do.”
It was a kind of challenge. So he rose to it. “Then I will call you Elen, spelled E L E N. It's Welsh, I believe. Elen Elf, for the alliteration. Meanwhile you may call me Shep.”
“Maybe I'll just call you Hick.”
“You are not exactly the friendliest child,” he said, letting his irritation show.
She took brief stock, as if he had said something significant. “Do you have any idea what's going on here, oaf?” she demanded.
“Very little,” he admitted. “I arrived on this planet only an hour ago.”
Now she looked at him with real interest. “You're not a local lout?”
“I am not. I am an exchange student from Earth, here for a semester in a local host body to study the planetary culture. This sheep business is a nuisance.”
“Earth? You have an Earth education?”
“I do, for what little it's worth here in the hinterland.”
“Can you prove it?”
“Why should I? What does it matter to you?”
“It matters. Let me ask you three questions.”
“Ask, child,” he said, resigned.
“What is a googolplex?”
He was surprised, but answered. “It is ten to the googol power. A googol is ten to the one hundred power. That is, the number one with a hundred zeroes following it. So a googolplex is written as ten to the tenth power, to the hundredth power, a double exponent. It is a very large number.” He suspected that this was a good deal more detail than she could comprehend, which was why he offered it. It was a brushback pitch.
“What is the cube root of minus one?”
Or did she actually have an interest in math? The abacus suggested that. “Minus one. That number squared would be a plus one, but cubed becomes minus one again. The square root of minus one, in contrast, is indeterminate.” Now he was curious whether she would understand.
“What is a logarithm?”
Shep had to pause, remembering that one from his historical math class. “It is an old system once used to facilitate calculations. It is an exponent, usually to the base ten, but not always; some are to the base e, or another number. There are printed logarithm tables. You use them by obtaining the logs of two numbers, adding them together, then translating the result back to a real number, which will be the product of the original two numbers. You can accurately multiply any numbers that way. But like the slide rule, this system has fallen out of use, because calculators and computers do it so much more readily.”
“Oh, piss! You are from Earth.”
He eyed her skeptically. “You do understand what I told you?”
“Oh, yes. I'm a math major. I was testing you, thinking you'd flounder. Instead you gave informed answers no local lout would know. Now I have to apologize.”
A math major! At her age? He had assumed that education was primitive, on a primitive planet. That was not necessarily the case. But she could be bluffing him with set childish riddles she thought had no answers. “No need, Elen. I feel exactly as you do about this mission. I have better things to do than herd sheep or take care of an ignorant child.” He was needling her, but she had started it. “So let's just try to get along when we can't ignore each other.”
She gazed at him with disconcerting appraisal. “I called you names. You refuted me. Now I'll refute you, and we can call it even without apologies.”
Was she ready to become halfway sociable? That would help. “Agreed.”
“You call me child. Look at me.” She opened her cloak and revealed her body beneath it. He gazed at her, amazed. She was a fully mature human female, small but obviously of age. In fact she was just about the most shapely woman he had seen, with well formed breasts and an hourglass torso. “I am twenty years old, or nineteen in Earth years. I am no child.”
“I stand refuted,” he said. “I was guilty of judging by superficial appearance, just as you were. I do apologize.”
“We agreed no apologies!” she said, closing the cloak.
“None required. I do this without coercion, being governed by my standard rather than yours. You have no need to reciprocate.”
For the first time, she smiled. Her face was lovely too. “I think I like your standard. I will apologize by kissing you once.”
“No need,” Shep repeated, embarrassed. He was still getting used to the idea of her being woman rather than child.
“My standard rather than yours,” she said. “Get down here.”
Bemused, he leaned down toward her. She caught his head in her hands, oriented it just so, and kissed him. The impact was immediate and powerful; he felt as if he were floating despite his hunched position. She was no amateur kisser.
A moment or an eon later he found himself standing facing the sheep, Elen beside him. They must have completed the return trip during his daze. “Perhaps you should introduce me to the other members of the flock, Shep,” Elen suggested.
Oh. “Six ewes. One vulture. One python.” They walked to the tree to meet the vulture, and found the python curled around the base of it. Neither evinced any concern for their proximity. “I suspect that none of them will harm any other member of the party. All were recruited the way you and I were.”
“Of course. It is the way of the flock.” She lifted her hand for the vulture to inspect, then lowered it for the python to sniff, thus silently introducing herself to each. “I did not want to be a part of it, but now I am resigned.” She glanced sidelong at him. “Maybe even accepting.”
“What now?” he asked. “Assuming the party is complete.”
“It is. They don't all resume grazing until things are in order.” She looked around. “I think we'll have the night here, and start traveling in the morning. But that is for you to say.”
“Me? I have no idea.”
“You're the shepherd, the one male in a female flock. They will mind you, to a degree.”
“You know the gender of the vulture and python?”
“Didn't you see me meet them?”
Evidently there was more going on than he had picked up on. What was the significance of being male in such company? 
“It's a cultural thing,” she explained. “Every person, every creature has its position, but the leader must be male. I do not object to that.”
“Even though I don't know where to go?”
“I know where. That is my position: guide.”
“Ah. And Python is for protection that we might need even if the sheep don't. And Vulture is for observation, in case there is something ahead we need to know about, like an erupting volcano.”
“Yes. The sheep make sure to cover the needs. Now they are filling up for what may be a grueling excursion.”
“So better start tomorrow morning.” Shep looked around. “Where do human folk sleep?”
“On the ground beside the flock. There'll be a sleeping bag in your pack. I have one too.”
“But what of predators in the night?”
“There will be no predators. Python will be on guard. And of course the sheep. Have you seen them in defensive action?”
“Oh. Yes, of course. They have bone knives. Next question: what of human type food?”
“Packs,” she repeated. She took hers off, opened it, and brought out a sandwich.
Shep checked his own, and found a similar sandwich. The parents had known exactly what to pack. They dug out the sleeping bags, which were amazingly compact balls that opened out and puffed up into full size, set them on the ground, sat on them, and at their sandwiches.
“Suddenly I am very glad to have you here, Elen,” Shep said.
“Because I showed you my body?”
He had to laugh, embarrassed. “That too, maybe. Or that potent kiss. But if you know the ways of the planet, and the ways of the flock, that will really compensate for my ignorance.”
“Yes, that is part of my role as guide. Now I understand that aspect.”
“Then maybe you can clarify something else for me. I understand why you didn't want to be co-opted into this sheep mission. But I had the impression that you also had a personal animus toward me, for no apparent cause, that now is gone. In fact you have become more than friendly. Is there a reason?”
“Yes. It is that traditionally when a man and a woman are selected for sheep duty, their lives are changed. Often they marry. I did not want to have my aspirations thwarted in this manner. I long to visit Earth and obtain an education in higher math. I thought this was being dashed.”
Shep was for the moment speechless. He had had no thought of marrying an elf, or any colonist, quite apart from the impracticability of it when any physical visit here was essentially impossible. The spaceship voyage to Colony Jones was twenty years one way. “Oh, Elen, I'm sorry! I didn't know.”
She put her hand on his. “I know you didn't. You thought I was nine years old.”
“I did,” he admitted.
“And I thought you were a horny village lout.”
“We were similarly guilty,” he agreed. “But at least now we know better.”
“No.”
“No?”
“When the sheep choose, much follows. We may indeed marry.”
“Elen, there's no way! I don't mean to insult you, as I'm sure you are well worth any man's interest, but you have to know that that kind of relationship is out of the question.”
“Is it?”
“Is this rhetorical? I now know you are not stupid or ignorant. What am I missing?”
She shrugged. “Let it be.”
Nonplussed, he dropped the subject. But it bothered him. Why would she ask such a question, if she lacked an answer? He and she lived on different worlds, literally; this encounter in a different body was the only way they could interact. He could not overstay his semester; the mind transfer was not permanent, and would slowly dissolve.
Unless she was thinking short-range. A six months marriage, more mental than physical? That was impractical.
They went to separate bushes for natural functions; Shep was glad to confirm that Earth privacy custom prevailed in this respect. Then they settled down for the night in their sleeping bags. There was really nothing to do here and now but sleep.
Shep saw a motion. Python was slithering toward them. That made him nervous. Would the truce of the sheep hold?
Elen reached out and took his hand. “Trust the sheep,” she murmured.
That actually reassured him. She trusted the sheep, and he was coming to trust her.
Python paused to inspect them, then actually slithered across their linked hands and moved on. It was almost like a benediction of their union. 
There it was again. There was something he was not getting. Was Elen angling for an affair? Why would she bother? Sure he would like to have sex with her; any man would. But she could hardly desire sex with the body of a “lout,” or with the physically anonymous man who inhabited this body. She had spoken of marriage, not sex. And that was impossible.
He expected Elen to let go of his hand after the serpent passed, but she didn't. She was not being seductive or possessive, merely reassuring. But could that be the whole of it? What was on her mind?
Troubled, he slept, still holding her tiny hand.
He dreamed. It was odd, a wild fantasy that nevertheless seemed quite authentic in the dream state. It was that he saw a ThreeVee news report of a small volcanic eruption in the Everglades of Florida, America, Earth. He believed it, until he woke up.
He was lying in his sleeping bag, in darkness, still hording Elen's precious hand. His dream was of course utter nonsense. 
There was a stirring. Shep realized with a start that it was the sheep. They had come to sleep in a circle around the two humans. Now they were moving on. Had there been a reason for this?
Elen squeezed his hand. “I dreamed,” she said, surprised.
“So did I. It was weird.”
“Mine too.” She paused. “May I come over?”
She had to ask? She was already within hand-holding range. “Uh, sure.”
She hunched her bag across until she was was lying against him. He was highly conscious of her hip and shoulder touching his through the material. “I'll tell you mine if you'll tell me yours.”
“Okay,” he agreed, glad to have this interaction. “I dreamed of—do you know what the everglades are?”
“No.”
“They are actually a river on Earth, about six inches deep and a hundred miles wide. It resembles a giant swamp, with alligators and kingfishers, and more recently, invading pythons taking over, eating everything else. It is not an earthquake or volcanic region. But my dream has a volcano erupting in the middle, near the great shallow Lake Okeechobee. That's highly unlikely. I don't know what could have put such a notion into my head. Yet I believed it as I saw it. There was even a date, about half a year from now.”
“My dream was similarly far-fetched,” she said. “It was that deep water cave explorers on Planet Earth discovered an air-breathing mollusk, a squish, I think; is that the term?”
“A squid. Ten long tentacular arms, a deep ocean dweller.”
“A squid,” she agreed, getting it straight. “This one illuminated the darkness of the cave and breathed air, at least in part. Is there such a squid on Earth?”
“I'm pretty sure there isn't. They aren't built to go on land, having no bony skeleton. No reason to breathe air. So such a discovery would indeed be remarkable.”
“And I knew the date: half a year hence.”
Shep considered that. “I think we are in an unusual situation, lying here beside the sheep, guarded by a python. So we experienced unusual dreams.”
“That must be it. I will return to my place so you can sleep in peace.”
“Must you?” He had spoken before he thought.
“Are you thinking of my body?”
He felt himself flushing. “I apologize.”
“Don't do that! I shouldn't have shown you.”
“Probably you shouldn't have, yes. Such a sight turns a man on. He's hard-wired.”
“I did not mean to tease you. I was annoyed because you thought me a child.”
“I was badly mistaken.”
“I'll sleep here,” she decided. She still held his hand.
Shep did not protest, though her near presence tormented him. It was possible that was her intention. He was determined not to let his distress show, though probably she knew. If they were in a kind of competition, she was ahead.
What did she really want?
“Tomorrow you must tell me of Earth,” she said.
“I will.” But that was surely not it.
Soon he could tell by her even breathing that she was asleep again, still holding his hand. Finally he slept too.



Chapter 3:
Hike
The sheep were stirring, about ready to go. “There were prowlers in the night,” Elen said as she sat up. Her dark hair was unbound and mussed, flowing around her bare body like a turbulent stream. “See, there are the scuffings, beyond where the sheep lay. A wolf pack, I think.”
“They were protecting us!” Shep said. “Because Python couldn't have stopped more than one or two at a time.”
“Yes. But the wolves knew better than to attack even sleeping sheep, or to try to get past them. So they moved on.”
“And when the danger was past, the sheep moved on too,” Shep said. “Now it makes sense.”
“The sheep always make sense. We just don't always understand it at the time.”
“Which accounts for everything except our odd dreams.”
She smiled. “The sheep were close. Maybe they influenced our dreams.”
“For what possible purpose?”
Elen shrugged. “Perhaps some day we will know.”
Shep and Elen quickly ate, packed their sleeping bags, and joined the sheep. Python and Vulture left the tree and came too, side by side, the one slithering, the other hopping. They both evidently trusted the truce.
“The directives are yours to give,” Elen said. “But I will show the way.”
Okay. “Python, go head and check for dangers,” Shep said. To his surprise the big snake slithered rapidly forward. “Vulture, fly up and survey the landscape for problems.” The big bird flew.
Shep looked at Elen. “Do they actually understand me?”
“They do,” she said. “They are moderately telepathic, at least in the presence of the sheep. They respond to your mental command, rather than your words.”
That might explain a lot. “Elf, show the way.” Elen walked smartly forward.
“Sheep, follow the Elf.” But the sheep remained standing.
“Play a note,” Elen called. “They expect that signal.”
A note?
“On the Mirliton,” Elen called.
Shep knew what a mirliton was. He had an amateur interest in music. It was an instrument like a kazoo, sounded by the human voice. He had none with him.
“Your staff,” she called.
Surprised, he looked at the staff. It was a huge pipe! Somehow in the distraction of events he had never really examined it. He lifted one end to his mouth and blew. There was only the sound of air. Then he voiced it. It sounded vaguely like a horn.
The sheep began walking. Shep paced them, bemused. A makeshift mirliton!
So far so good. But he was a rank amateur at this, and remained nervous. What else did he have to learn about this business?
Vulture flew back down. She was a fairly ungainly flyer; she could do it, but it expended much effort. She settled onto the back of a sheep, and the sheep carried her without protest.
Python returned. Things were evidently satisfactory ahead, but the path led to the Elf village, which was surely not good for an unattended serpent. So Python slithered in the center of the flock. Shep considered, then joined her there. Elen continued ahead, leading them through the village.
The elves ignored them all. They knew what this was, and let the flock pass unchallenged, especially since one of their own was leading it.
Beyond the village they were quickly in wild country. Elen directed the sheep, knowing the lay of this land, and they followed a reasonably clear contour. Shep admired the colorful trees and shrubs, similar to Earth's but different. Maybe some of them had been imported from Earth, and were now turning feral.
“There's a river ahead,” Elen said. “I'm directing us to a section where it is only waist deep on you, but the current there is strong. The sheep can handle it, and Python, and Vulture can simply fly across. But you may have a problem.”
“If you can ford it, so can I.”
“We will need to strip, to preserve our clothing.”
That made him pause. Going naked with her? That would surely give his body wicked and embarrassing ideas. “Maybe I can cross a different section, alone.”
“No.”
“No?”
“This is the one crossable section. Even then we shall have to go in between the sheep, because of the crocs.”
Oh. “Well, what must be, must be. You don't have to look.”
“Of course I'll look,” she said. “You looked at my body.”
“You're teasing me!”
“Maybe.”
Actually she was teasing him just by being near him. She probably relished the chance to embarrass him. He should never have called her a child.
All too soon they came to the river. It was exactly as she had described it. He saw the green nostrils of the lurking crocs. The water might be swift here, a virtual cataract, but it was clear that the scaly predators had no trouble handling it. This could be their main feeding ground.
“Organize the crossing,” Elen said.
“Isn't that a formality? You and the sheep both know better than I do how to proceed.”
“You're the shepherd.”
Why had the sheep selected a man who did not know the planetary landscape or its creatures? Was it that his ignorance allowed them to govern the journey, whereas a native man would have had ideas of his own?
Well, on with it. “Elen and I will strip to ford the river,” he announced. “You sheep will surround us, to fend off the crocs.”
Then he stripped, cramming his clothing in the top of his knapsack. Elen did likewise, by removing her cloak. She just as winsome as ever, with her hair caressing her shapely body down to her pert bottom. It masked her attributes only partially, flashing teasing glimpses as she walked. She had to know the effect.
He walked quickly to the water. Elen fell in beside him, and so did Python, evidently preferring not to risk multiple attackers. The sheep formed a box around them, three on a side.
Shep's bare feet touched the water. Ouch! It was icy cold. But that had one beneficial effect: it abated any idea his body might have had of expressing any sexual interest in anyone. Relieved, he marched on in, letting his legs go numb as they descended into the swiftly moving water. Then he held his breath as his mid section was submerged. Talk about freezing one's balls off!
And had Elen known about this too? Surely so. So maybe her teasing had been on another level. His discomfort was real, but not of the kind he had anticipated.
Meanwhile the sheep forged on in up to their necks, seeming not to mind the chill. They braced against the current, their footing sure beneath it.
There were splashes on either side as the frustrated crocs milled. They dared not touch the sheep, even here in the croc's home territory.
In the center there was a swifter surge of water that swept Python sideways, up against Shep. “I've got you, fella,” Shep said, bracing for them both. Even one day ago he could hardly have imagined colliding with such a serpent and not being horrified.
In a moment Python recovered and slid forward, her head weaving from side to side as she swam. She spied the far bank within range and accelerated toward it. She was clearly a decent swimmer, but these swift cold water currents were no more appealing to her than they were to Shep.
The river became shallower as they approached the far bank. At last they were out of it. Shep was violently shivering. Then he looked at Elf, who was perhaps half his mass and more of whose body had been immersed, and saw she was worse off than he was. Her whole body was blue with cold and her teeth were chattering, yet she was not complaining.
“Oh, Elen!” he said, and swept her into his embrace. He was cold, but far warmer than she. Then the sheep crowded close, not out of discomfort but to provide warmth for the humans. Gratefully, Shep and Elen lay down between them, soaking in the warmth of their woolly bodies. Python remained with them; she was cold bodied, but needed warmth to avoid becoming torpid. Only Vulture had escaped untouched.
Gradually they all warmed. “Probably we'll dry and heat faster if we are moving,” Shep said. “Now that the edge is off. Thank you, sheep.”
The sheep moved clear, and Shep and Elen quickly dried, away from their wet wool. The two of them got into their clothes, though hers was only her voluminous cloak. Then the party moved forward again.
“You held me with no thought of using me,” Elen said as they walked.
“True. I couldn't stand to see you suffering like that.”
“Thank you.”
“You knew how bad it would be for you, yet you walked right on in.”
“A girl does what she has to do. We had to cross.”
“I could have carried you across,” he said, belatedly realizing. “So you never got wet.”
She shrugged. “Maybe next time. There will be challenges enough ahead. Soon.”
She wasn't fooling. Soon they came to a wide strip of what looked like desert. Here the sun bore down on black sand, and it was burning. Too fiery to stand on for any length of time. Shep was amazed at how cold the stream had been, and how hot this sand was, when the two were not far apart. But of course this was not Earth; different natural laws governed. “We'll have to wait until night,” he said. “When the sand cools.”
“Not safe,” Elen said. “There are sandworms that come up at night, too big for the sheep to stop. We need to cross now. I had hoped there would be a cloud.”
“I don't think now is feasible,” Shep said.
Vulture had taken off when they came to the sand. Now she returned, squawking.
“The worms are already stirring in the shade,” Elen said. “We don't have much time.”
Shep considered. “Can the sheep handle the sand?”
“Yes. Their hooves are hardened to this.”
“I think my boots will do, if we move right along.” Shep glanced at Elen's feet. “But not your slippers. I'll carry you. But that leaves Python.”
But Python was already crawling up on the back of a ewe, and on to a second, and a third. They were were carrying her.
“Then let's move,” Shep said, and blew a note on his staff. The sheep moved out, three abreast, the second rank carrying Python. Obviously they had complete control of their defensive knife-bones, and did not stab anything by accident.
Shep looked at Elen, uncertain how to carry her. “Over your shoulders,” she said. “Get down and I'll climb on.” She had already removed her cloak and put it in her knapsack.
He squatted, and she strewed herself across his shoulders above his knapsack, her midsection behind his neck, her knees and hands in front of him to either side. “Put one hand on my shoulder,” she said. “The other on my thigh.”
He did so, and stood. She had positioned herself well, and seemed light. He stepped out onto the sand. Only then did Vulture take wing, flying across the sand. They were all on their way, all ten members of the flock.
The heat smote him, rising around his body like a baleful cloud. He was starting to sweat. But he was even more aware of his burden. Elen's bare thighs pressed against his right ear, and her bare breasts against his left ear, while his hands held on to her limbs farther out. This was not supposed to be a suggestive situation, but it was as if she were making masked love to him. Every step he took jogged her slightly against him, increasing the interaction. She was sweating too, moistening her contact with him.
“Am I teasing you?” she asked.
“Yes. But it can't be helped.”
“I will make it up to you in due course.”
“You have no obligation.”
“That depends.”
Now the heat was penetrating his boots. Shep extended his stride and sped up, needing to get on across faster.
“Especially if you burn your feet on my account,” Elen said.
He would have laughed, but it was too close to the truth.
Meanwhile the sheep marched stolidly on, their pace never varying, their feet never faltering. It seemed that this was all in the day's work to them.
Now Shep was practically running. His feet here getting uncomfortably hot, and Elen's thighs and breasts massaged his ears, generating quite another kind of sensation.
But now the far side was near, and a few more steps took him there. Elen unwound and landed on her feet as Shep dropped to the ground and yanked off his burning boots.
Meanwhile the sheep completed their crossing, and Python slid off their backs. Vulture was already there. They had all made it across with no serious injuries.
“I'll find water,” Elen said, putting her cloak back on. “I know where to look.” She walked away.
“You girls okay?” Shep inquired of the sheep, who were standing in the relatively cool foliage. “No burned hooves?”
One actually answered him with a bleat. It seemed they were all right.
Elen returned. “This way. There's a small pond.”
They followed her to the pond. Vulture stood with her feet in the shallow edge and dipped her beak, scooping up water; she was hot too. Python simply slithered out into the middle. The sheep waded in a few steps, then dipped their noses to drink.
“Not you?” Elen asked him.
“It's the shepherd's job, as I understand it, to make sure of his flock before tending to his own needs.”
“That is a good understanding. But they seem to be satisfied.”
“Yes.” He threw himself down and put his mouth to the water, drinking deeply. The liquid was neither hot nor cold, which was a relief. Then he changed position and put his feet in. “How about you?”
“My feet aren't hot, thanks to you.” She put her hands in and massaged his feet. “You did well. I knew you were hurting.”
He smiled. “It could have been worse. I had a distraction.”
She did not pretend confusion. “I am glad to have helped.” She glanced up impishly. “Should I kiss your hot feet to make them better?”
“No need.”
“Then I will kiss you instead.” She raised her body, moved over to him, and kissed him on the mouth. As before, it was no amateur effort. He remained unmoving, uncertain how to respond. “Better?” she inquired as she broke.
“Are you trying to seduce me?”
Elen smiled. “Shep, if I wanted to seduce you, I'd just do it. This is merely flirting.”
“Or teasing.”
“Whatever. Do you wish me to stop?”
What could he say? “No, not really.”
“Things will clarify in due course.”
He hoped so. She was evidently out to impress him, and was succeeding. It was time to change the subject. “We have crossed a river and a sand bar today, and it is getting late. Is there a safe place to spend the night?”
“Yes, not far ahead, a meadow with decent grazing for the sheep.”
“What about Vulture and Python?”
“Python will not need to eat during the journey. Vulture can last another day.”
“And us?” He put on his boots, which were now cool.
“There's a pear-apple tree there too that will do for us, as well as providing a roost for Vulture.”
“Good enough. Let's go there now.” Shep blew a note on the mirliton.
Elen walked, and the sheep followed. Python paced them, while Vulture flew ahead. Soon they came to the meadow. The sheep immediately started grazing.
Elen picked several of the fruits, which did indeed seem to be a cross between a pear and an apple. The two of them settled down by the trunk and ate. Vulture did find a suitable perch, and Python circled the trunk in the manner she liked.
“One thing I should say,” Elen said. “A real oaf would have grabbed.”
Was she about to explain her attitude? “How would you have reacted?”
She twitched her hand and a knife appeared in it. “Like the sheep.”
“You were testing me?”
The knife disappeared. “Not really. Merely verifying.”
“You have succeeded in making me desire you, but I will never try to force anything of that nature on you. It's another cultural thing.”
“I like your culture.”
“I don't properly understand yours. I don't know what you want of me.”
“That is not feasible to tell yet.”
So it seemed. “The pond is safe?”
“Yes.”
“I am grimy from that sand crossing. I need to strip and wash up. Then I will turn in for the night.”
“I will join you.”
He had been trying to give her a chance to absent herself. “As you wish.”
He walked to the pond, set down his knapsack, stripped, and waded in. Elen matched him, as lovely in her nudity as in her cloak. Soon they were splashing water on each other's backs. He did not suffer any masculine reaction, fortunately. He had heard that it did not occur in nudist camps, and maybe this was similar.
In due course they spread their sleeping bags and settled down under the tree for the night. Elen reached out to take his hand. It seemed this was just one of her ways, and not to be taken as anything more.
“You hardly even looked,” Elen said petulantly.
Shep had to laugh. “Did that score me a point?”
“No. You were avoiding the issue.”
He refrained from asking what issue, knowing her response would be as cryptic as ever. “You said you wanted me to tell you about Earth.”
“Oh, yes!”
“Any particular aspect?”
“Begin with your body there, and spread out to your home and village.”
So she wanted the homey personal details, rather than global politics. That was easy. Shep began talking about the routine of his life at home. Elen listened raptly.
This time the sheep did not come in to protect them, and there were no odd dreams. It was a peaceful, normal night. Shep was satisfied with that.



Chapter 4:
Trust
In the morning they resumed the trek. This section was nice, with easy slopes, no apparent threats, and moderate weather. “It gets more difficult,” Elen said cheerfully. “I'm sure we'll manage.”
“More difficult? We barely made it through some sections yesterday!”
“We'll make it. Trust the sheep.”
“I am much impressed with the sheep. But less impressed with myself. I fear their trust in me is misplaced. The local yokel would have done better.”
“Not with me.”
“I mean, leading the sheep.”
“Shep, face it: the sheep are precognitive. They know what works. There's a reason they chose you.”
“Precognition is fantasy,” he said, troubled. “Because if the future is known, people will try to change it, which invalidates it. The mere knowledge of the future would affect the present, modifying it. So it can't logically work.”
“Unless only the sheep know it, and they don't reveal it.”
“If they are using it to change their own future, it's a dangerous illusion. This journey could be a death trap.”
“We'll see.”
Shep did not need his staff to support him in this pleasant section, so he inspected it more closely. He saw that there were several holes in addition to the one he blew into to make the mirliton sound. One was a whistle type aperture; when he blew into it he got a flutelike note. Another had an embedded reed; that made a hornlike note. There were a number of smaller holes that could be covered with the fingers. “This may be quite a musical instrument.”
“It is,” Elen agreed.
“I may have underestimated Brian Peterson, my host. He evidently knows more about music than I do. He's on Earth now, surely studying music.”
“That is a worthy study.” She was no longer condemning the lout.
Shep set his hands and played the monstrous flute. A rich series of sounds emerged. He was far from a musician, but he did know how to play a normal flute, having been subjected to training as a child. Once he got the fingering right, he settled on a favorite melody and played it as he walked.
“That's lovely,” Elen said. “What is it?”
“A song from my childhood, titled ‘He Who Is Noble.’ The idea is that the truly noble man needs not a weapon, needs no man to guard him, because virtue defends him. It's nonsense on today's Earth, but I always loved the sentiment.”
“So do I.” She began to hum along with him. She had a fine clear voice and good pitch. “And it's not nonsense, any more than precognition is. Maybe you just don't have many truly noble men on Earth.”
“That's for sure! We have greed-heads and power-corrupts and crooked politicians galore. I don't know much of Colony Jones culture, but I suspect it is cleaner than Earth's.”
“Maybe so,” she agreed. “Yet Earth has the knowledge, the universities, and the power to accomplish things. I want to visit Earth for its knowledge, though not to stay.”
“That would be possible via their student exchange program. That's what brought me here.”
“But a person needs an authority to speak for her. I don't have one.”
“Exchange spots are limited. My family has a connection, so I got one. It wasn't merit, unfortunately.”
“You're not one of the nobles?”
“Not a noble man in the manner of the song,” he agreed. “Just a lucky one.”
“Yet the sheep chose you.”
“Maybe they know something we do not,” he said.
“They do.”
“That was wry humor.”
“They do know, regardless.”
He let it drop. He liked her faith, but did not share it.
Vulture became agitated, pausing before what appeared to be a low-lying fog bank in a small valley. Elen sniffed. “There's carrion there, but it's not safe to enter.”
“How about Python?”
“Maybe.”
“Sheep, can you tell whether Python could go in there?” Shep thought she was half joking.
A sheep bleated affirmatively.
Python slithered into the fog and disappeared. Shortly later she reappeared with a decaying body in her jaws. She dropped it down before Vulture and moved away. Vulture happily started picking at it.
“They have become friends,” Elen said. “They do each other favors.”
“We'll move on,” Shep said distastefully. “You catch up with us later, okay, Vulture?” Then the rest of the party resumed walking.
And hour later, Vulture did catch up with them. All was well.
They descended into a shallow valley with a rocky floor and scattered patches of sand, but very little vegetation. Hot air shimmered above it. Beyond it Shep could see the gentle green slope of a verdant meadow, surely ideal for grazing and rest. “If we move on immediately, we can reach the nice region before the heat of midday,” Shep said. “So we won't have to burn our feet again.”
But the sheep milled about uncertainly. “Something's bothering them,” Elen said. “We'd better wait.”
“They're hungry. We've been traveling instead of grazing. But in half an hour we can be in plush turf.”
“They don't want to cross yet. There must be a reason.”
“If we wait, it will soon be to hot to cross, and we'll have to wait until evening. If this is like the sand, that will be too late.”
She considered. “What you say makes sense. But the sheep prefer to wait. I trust the sheep.”
“Because of their precognition? I have told you what I think of that.”
“You have,” she agreed. “But you have not spent your life on this planet, as I have, with the sheep and their legends. They must be respected.”
“They asked me to be their shepherd. I am trying to do that. I can see what they don't: that it is better to cross now, and be in some discomfort, then to wait and get hung up for a day and maybe go hungry when it isn't necessary. We need to cross now.”
“You will not be moved?”
“Not by some nameless hesitancy. Why do they even need a shepherd, if not to get them past this sort of thing?”
“Then we must settle this in the traditional way,” she said seriously. “Physical combat.”
Shep stared at her. “What?”
“You and I, naked. If you beat me, then your will prevails. Otherwise, we wait on the sheep.”
“Elen, this is preposterous. I'm not in the business of fighting women, and even if I were, it would not be fair. You are only half my mass, and less of yours is muscle.”
“Yes. I can not match you in physical strength. But I can do a holddown.”
“A holddown,” he repeated. “You mean as in judo or wrestling, where one competitor takes his grip, and the other has a certain amount of time to break it?”
“Yes. Except there's no time limit.”
“Elen, I could lift you over my head with one arm! How could you ever hold me down even thirty seconds, let alone indefinitely?
“I can do it, with the right hold.”
“Oh, a pain hold?”
“Not exactly. I would not want to cause you pain.”
Shep was becoming intrigued. “Okay. You take your hold, and I'll see about breaking it. That will determine whose decision about the sheep governs.”
“Exactly.” She removed her cloak.
She had said naked. Shep removed his own clothing, then lay on the ground. The thought of wrestling nude with her caused a reaction, but that couldn't be helped. It wasn't as if she did not know her effect on a man.
She got on him. Her bare breasts against his chest really made him react. Then she put a hand down and lifted her body slightly.
“Hey!” he exclaimed. “What are you doing?”
“Taking my hold.”
“That's not a hold. That's sex!”
“Not exactly.” She settled back down on him. His member was now inside her. She was small, but not where it counted. “Now you have to break free of me without leaving anything inside me. Only a clean break counts.”
Anything inside her. Like semen. What a notion! But he could do it. All he had to do was withdraw. Lift her up off him.
He put his hands on her hips and lifted. Immediately she did two things: clasped his shoulders tightly with her hands, and his member with her canal. She was anchored to him in three places.
Still, his strength was vastly greater than hers. He lifted harder. She gripped him harder in all three places. Not only did the grip of her hands cause her breasts to press against him, her canal gripped him like a hand around a teat. His effort to escape was arousing him more than freeing him.
He relaxed, and she did also. Then he made a sudden effort, but she clamped down instantly. That warm wet pressure brought him close to climax.
He tried slow sustained pressure, lifting her up. She not only tightened around his member, she kneaded it. She could make it perform any time she chose. The only way to avoid that was to relax completely, not fighting her at all. And that was to lose the match.
Now he saw the way of it. The more he struggled, the more he would be aroused, and the closer he would come to having an orgasm. Which would cost him the match. He was bound to lose. Better to do it gracefully.
“I yield,” he said.
She released him instantly, letting go and getting off him. She got back into her cloak, facing away so he could dress without further embarrassment. He was charged with desire, but had not wanted it to be abated in this particular manner. It would have been akin to rape, of him by her.
“We will wait on the sheep,” he said.
There was no reaction from any of the others. They merely waited.
Twenty minutes later, about the time they would have been midway through the valley, there was a stirring in the air. Then it convulsed. A whirling cloud formed, sucking up sand and rocks, shaping them into a funnel of flying debris. It was a dust devil, expanding into a tornado, forming from the heat and sending it into the sky. Shep felt the formidable wind as the air was sucked in from the sides, feeding into the spinning maw.
It would have been death to be there when it happened. The sheep had known. Maybe they had smelled the hot air and known from experience. Maybe they had precogged it. But they had known.
“I think I am becoming a believer,” Shep said. “To trust the sheep.”
Elen caught hold of him and kissed him. “I'm so glad you gave them a proper chance.” As if it had been purely his own decision.
The tornado raged for several minutes, then evaporated as swiftly as it had come. Now the air was cooler.
“I think we can cross!” Shep said, surprised. “The hot material was dissipated. We can walk there before the sun heats it up again.”
“Good choice,” Elen said.
Shep blew a note, and the sheep stepped smartly forward. Python slithered onto the rock, finding it bearable, and hurried ahead. Vulture flew. Shep and Elen walked.
“My choice would have killed us all,” Shep said. 
“This is your choice,” Elen said. “You trusted the sheep.”
“And you had nothing to do with it?”
“Nothing important.”
She was not teasing, rebuking, or embarrassing him about his awkward loss. She was pretending that he had trusted the sheep throughout. That there had been no contest, no holddown. “This is the way you want it?”
“Of course. You're the shepherd. I am only the guide.”
Shep experienced burgeoning emotion, but kept it to himself. This was not the occasion for it.
They reached the other side safely. Now the sheep spread out to graze, and the others located a fruit tree suitable for food and perching. “We'll rest for an hour, here, Shep said belatedly.
When all parties were ready, they resumed their hike. The scene was deceptively pleasant. They were making good time.
Shep had gained real respect for the sheep. They had known, whatever the mechanism. But also for Elen Elf, who had done what she had to do, in the manner she had to, and sought no credit for it.
The easy landscape abruptly gave way to seriously difficult terrain. A mountain rose ahead of them with a bare tilted slope that disappeared into roiling clouds above and turbulent water below. “I hope you're not going to say what I'm afraid you will say,” Shep said.
“I'm saying it. Our way leads past this tilt, and there's no feasible way around it. But the sheep can handle it.”
Shep put a foot on the polished slope. The moment he put weight on it, his boot slid downward. “I can't navigate this, and I doubt you others can.”
“We can't, but the sheep can. They will have to portage us across.”
Shep inspected the situation more closely, and realized that the water below was not water, but boiling lava. This was volcanic terrain. Any creature who attempted to walk the obsidian slope would slide down into that inferno of doom.
“Elen--” he said.
“Trust the sheep.”
She had trusted the sheep before, and they had saved them all from likely death. But that was one time. Could he afford to trust them? Yet what choice did he have? He saw no other way to cross.
Elen looked at him with compassion. “If you would like to have me first...”
So that if he died in boiling lava, at least he would have had some joy of sex? That actually was tempting. But it was an offering from something akin to pity. “No. I have not earned it.” He took an unsteady breath. “I will trust the sheep.”
She smiled, and that almost made it worth it. “Three will carry Python. Two will carry you. One will carry me. Vulture will fly. It really isn't far. Thereafter the way is easier.”
“That's good to know,” he said somewhat hollowly. “I'm terrified.” He hoped that admission did not turn her off.
“I will go first,” she said. “You can follow.”
“Yes.” It was about the only word he could squeeze out.
One ewe stepped forward. Elen climbed onto her back, naked but for the pack, holding on to the fur of the animal's neck, her knees clamping the sheep's haunches. No bone knives were in evidence. The ewe stepped out onto the slope. Her hooves were sure and she walked without hesitation. The sheep could indeed handle the slope, even heavily loaded.
Two more ewes stepped forth, standing nose to tail. It was Shep's turn. He climbed on, gripping the wool of the first sheep's shoulders, swinging his knee over the second sheep. Their backs were broad and stout; it was easier support than he had expected. When he was set, the two moved forward in lockstep, onto the slope.
Shep closed his eyes, then forced himself to open them. He saw the descending obsidian surface, dropping toward the swirling lava. He felt waves of heat coming from the lava, and smelled its acrid fumes. He cringed. Then he nerved himself and looked forward, moving his head slowly so as not to unbalance the sheep. Elen was there, her shapely bare bottom above the sheep's rear. What a sight, in what a situation! Then he slowly looked back. Python was there, stretching lengthwise across the last three sheep. Elen and Python had faith; Shep had mainly dread.
The line proceeded without pause. The sheep seemed unworried. They knew what they were doing. They also, if their precognition was real, knew they would make it safely across. Shep discovered that the way to abate his dread was to believe in that precognition. If their safe crossing was guaranteed, he had nothing to worry about. He merely had to trust the sheep.
It helped. That growing trust brought him emotional peace. It was almost pleasant, riding across this unusual feature of the landscape.
He heard flapping. Vulture had evidently waited until they were half across, then flown over them to arrive first.
Suddenly, it seemed, they were across. He must have tuned out, basking in the glow of his new-found faith. The trip had actually been easy. He watched the last three ewes reach the level land, so Python could slide off.
Then he turned to Elen. “I trust the sheep,” he said.
She kissed him. That chaste gesture meant more to him than her recent provocative exposure.
It was late. They foraged for fruit, washed, and lay their bags under a spreading tree. Elen took his hand and closed her eyes. “When we get to the rams’ territory, we'll have some time off. Then I will ask you to tell me more about Earth,” she said, “Then you can decide whether to risk it.”
“Risk what?”
But she was already asleep. She was evidently more tired than she had been the previous night.
Shep lay there for a time, pondering. He felt closer than ever to Elen, because now he had joined her in trusting the sheep. But he still did not know her intentions toward him. She had shown him that she could handle sex, if she chose, but she was not choosing to offer him that. Not when there was not a specific practical reason. She had to know that he was falling for her. Was she simply playing him to keep him in line? Would her interest end when this mission was completed and they were safely back where they had started? Or was there more to it than that?
He hoped it was the latter, but feared it was the former. She wanted to know about Earth? He would gladly tell her. But what was this other thing he might risk? He did not take her for a deliberate tease despite her actions. She surely had something in mind.
Unsatisfied, he finally drifted off to sleep himself, still holding her hand.



Chapter 5:
Travel
In the morning they resumed their trek. “As we get closer, the challenges get worse, for the sheep,” Elen said. “We will need your ingenuity.”
“I haven't shown much of that yet.”
“You will.”
The forest path opened onto a broad orange plain. “Here there be dire wolves,” Elen said. “They are large and fierce, and have been known to attack sheep, overwhelming them by sheer numbers and mass. They take some losses, yes, but merely eat their fallen pack-mates.”
“If the sheep can't stop them, how can I?”
“Men know how to handle fire. That's enough to make the difference.”
Ah. “I'll make torches.”
They set to work gathering torch materials while the sheep nibbled cautiously at the edge of the plain, ready to retreat into the protective woods at need. Shep was in one sense relieved to learn that the sheep were not proof against every threat. But that relief was token, while his nervousness was larger. If the sheep could not handle this crossing even with precognition, it must be formidable indeed.
Soon they they had about eight torches. Shep judged that each would burn about fifteen minutes, and they would use two at a time, so they had enough for a crossing lasting one hour. Would that suffice?
The sheep assembled at the fringe of the plain, ready to cross. It seemed that eight torches were enough. Shep struck a spark from the flint in his pack, and ignited a small fire in the dry grass at his feet. He lit a torch and gave it to Elen, then lit another for himself before stomping out the fire.
They moved out. There was no sign of any opposition. But the wolves would surely come once the party was in too deep to retreat. That gave him an idea. “Elen, douse your torch. We'll save it until we need it. We might need the extra time.”
“The sheep indicate we have enough.”
“They may have allowed for my economy.”
Elen nodded. She put her torch down to the ground and twisted it in the sand until it snuffed out.
Python came in close to the sheep. That was an indication that she sensed danger. Vulture, riding one of the sheep, spread her wings and flew in low circles above them. Then, abruptly, she descended, resuming her ride. That was her indication of immediate danger.
“Light your torch,” Shep told Elen grimly.
She crossed to him and touched her torch to his. At that moment the plain erupted with howling bodies. The dire wolves did not charge in from a distance; they had been lying in ambush, and now surrounded the party.
“Distract them enough so that they can't coordinate their attack on the sheep,” Shep said, changing the nearest shape. It was a wolf the size of a pony, heading toward the sheep. Shep ran at it with torch extended, catching it on the flank. The wolf howled in pain and jerked away. Right into the shoulder of a sheep. Blood flowed as the knife stabbed the wolf's side. So the sheep were not defenseless against these predators, merely overwhelmed—if he failed to do his job. The sheep trusted him.
Shep whirled on the next wolf, striking at its open mouth. It bit reflexively on the torch—and really howled as its mouth got burned.
Another wolf tried to sneak in behind the sheep. Suddenly Python was there, catching the wolf by the nose and flinging coils around it. The wolf howled and retreated, and Python let it go. But the wolf had been badly bitten; it was out of the fray.
Thereafter the wolves were more careful, but hardly finished. They merely got smarter, seeking better opportunities.
Vulture took off and hovered clumsily above the flock.
Two more wolves came after the hindmost sheep. Python struck again, taking the wolf's nose in her mouth and biting so it hurt. But the second wolf went not for the sheep but for Python's neck.
And was intercepted by Vulture, who plummeted from the sky, her talons clamping on that wolf's nose as her beak stabbed for its eyes. She couldn't really hurt it, but it was a nasty surprise that took it out of the immediate fray.
Both wolves fell back, and both were released, cautioned. Python and Vulture evidently knew that they could not afford to get separated from the flock. No more wolves braved the rear guard thereafter.
Meanwhile Shep and Elen continued to wield their torches, burning any wolf that came in range, while the sheep marched stolidly on, their pace never faltering.
The attack paused. Had the wolves given up? Shep did not trust that.
There was an imperative bleat. “That's the leave-me-alone warning,” Elen said. “Get away from the sheep!”
“But--”
“Trust me!”
Shep obeyed. He joined her a little apart from the sheep. Python and Vulture joined them, having heard and understood the bleat. The four of them formed a defensive cell, Shep and Elen standing back to back with torches extended, Vulture perching on Shep's backpack, Python circling them on the ground. But the wolves were not after them at the moment. They were after the undefended sheep.
A mass of bodies sprang together, six wolves rising as one, landing on the backs of the sheep. And six wolves howled as one, multiply impaled by the deadly bone blades that sprang from the backs of the sheep. The ewes had formed a phalanx, their knives projecting in an impenetrable array the moment the wolves landed. And they were still marching forward.
The wolves somehow hauled themselves off the sheep, grievously wounded. They had tried their ultimate ploy, but the sheep had known it was coming and been ready. The sheep had warned their friends clear just before it happened, so that no friend was hurt. This must be a young pack of wolves, inexperienced with sheep. They surely would not make that mistake again.
But at the moment too many wolves were hurting to organize another assault. Python, Vulture, and the two torch-wielding humans had distracted them enough to make them coordinate imperfectly, and that had cost them the battle. This time.
There were no more attacks, but Shep kept his torch lighted, just in case. They made it safely to the far side, and relaxed. But not for long, because the sheep hardly paused before resuming the march. Time was evidently of the essence. Their route led down into a bog verging into a swamp. There might be predators lurking, but they kept their distance.
“We have to cross,” Elen said. “But if the sheep's hooves get stuck in the muck, then the crocs will come.”
Shep squatted and dipped out some of the substance with his hand. “Rounded sand. That's quicksand below the water. We don't want to mess with it.”
“The sheep know.”
Python slid into the muck and disappeared. But in a moment her head surfaced, and she hissed. “She's finding the way,” Elen said. “There's solid footing there. For the sheep.”
Indeed, the sheep were wading in, going toward Python. Each dropped down to submerge momentarily, washing the blood off, then stood muddied but clear of the remnant of the battle. “Shouldn't we wait to cross until we're sure it's not a dead end?” Shep asked.
“It's not. The sheep know.”
Oh, the precognition. He still was not quite used to that. But obviously it functioned, at least at short range; the sheep had timed their knives perfectly. He and Elen waded in, following the ewes. The muck was thick, but there really was a solid surface beneath it.
In the middle of the bog the sheep halted. “We'd better check,” Elen said.
“I'll do it.” Shep made his way around the ewes, then felt carefully with his feet. The hidden path ended, in the very kind of dead end he had feared.
Python's head appeared a short way beyond. She hissed. “Oh—it resumes there?” Shep slogged toward her, sinking chest deep, but was able to move because his broad feet found better purchase than the sheep's thin hooves. He could cross, but not the sheep. The gap would have to be filled in.
“I'll need to find some rocks,” he said. “Small enough to move, large enough to be useful.
Serpent disappeared. Did she understand? The animals were coordinating beautifully, but he wasn't sure they were actually any smarter than their kinds normally were. Intelligence beyond a certain level was no asset to an animal, so was not selected for. But telepathy—that might be useful here, and would account for a lot. He kept forgetting it, and kept being reminded.
Something was bothering Shep. He paused to focus, and got it: the liquid surface of the swamp was rising. Slowly, but before long it would make the muck too deep for the sheep to traverse. The predators might be waiting for that. So the sheep were right: time was of the essence. Maybe it was a tidal flat, but how long would it be before the level sank again?
Python reappeared and hissed. Shep waded that way. Sure enough, there was a fair sized rock there. He got his arms around it, heaved, and got it up enough to carry, buoyed by the muck. He slogged back and dropped it into the gap in the path.
Python appeared in another place. Shep went there and found the next rock. He carried it back. The work continued, until he had a crude stone ramp across the gap. Would this suffice?
Evidently so. The sheep walked on across it, their sure hooves finding the purchase they needed. They were crossing in time.
Shep saw a stirring in the muck to the side. He could guess what that was: a predator, disappointed that the sheep weren't caught in an untenable situation. Another half hour might have made the difference.
They made their way across the swamp without further event. The sheep immediately grazed on the nearby grass, no longer constrained by timing. Python and Vulture relaxed.
Shep emerged, thoroughly soaked in mud. “Give me your clothes,” Elen said.
He stripped and let her have them. Nakedness hardly mattered any more. She took them to a clear patch of water and rinsed them out. Then she came back for Shep and led him to the same place so she could rinse him off. A day or two before, this would have been extremely awkward; now it was routine. She was more than familiar with his body, though technically they were not lovers. “You did well,” she said.
“The lout could have done it better.”
“But the sheep chose you.”
“So far I haven't done anything that the lout couldn't have handled.”
“Two things,” she said. “There must be something you can do that the lout could not do, and the sheep know it. And I would not have worked with the lout. They surely knew that.”
“Why not? You seem to know how to handle men.”
“The romance and marriage bit. He's no prospect. You are.”
“I will return to Earth within six months!”
“Yes.”
“So I am no prospect either, am I?”
“Only if you want to be.”
“What am I missing here?”
She smiled. “It will come to you in due course.”
“Dialogues with you can be as intriguing and frustrating as your holddown technique.”
Elen laughed. “Thank you, Shep.”
“That wasn't exactly a compliment.”
“It will do.”
He gave it up, as he usually did. Shep dressed in his alternate clothing and spread the wet clothing out across his knapsack as well as was feasible so it could dry as he walked.
Soon they came to another challenge: a crack in the ground leading down to more flowing lava. It was slightly too wide for them to hurdle, but seemed too long to go around. “We'll need a bridge,” Shep said.
“There used to be one,” Elen said. “I did not know it had been lost. A storm must have taken it out. I would have taken another route.”
“There are other routes?”
“Many. But each has its hazards.”
“Let me see what I can do.” Shep scouted around and found a fair number of fallen branches. There were also many long vines strewn across the trees. He gathered the wood and used his knife to cut vines. Then he used the vines to tie the crude planks together, forming a firm trestle that would surely support the weight of any of them. But there was a problem: how to get it set across the gap. He anchored one end to a tree, but needed a similar anchorage on the other side.
“Vulture can help,” Elen said.
Good idea. Shep cut a longer vine and tied one end to the leading edge of the trestle. Then he proffered the other end to Vulture. “Can you carry this across the gap?” The bird nodded. Did she really understand him? Could there really be telepathy, so that she could? If the sheep had some telepathy they could share with the others, that could do it. Yet of course they did; why did he keep doubting? “I need it passed around a stout tree, then brought back here to me.”
Vulture took the end and launched into the air. She flew across the gap, circled a tree, and flew back, still hauling the vine. Indeed, she had understood.
“Thank you, Vulture,” he said. “You have been a big help.” He could have sworn she looked pleased.
Shep hauled on the vine, using the far tree as a crude pulley to pull the trestle across the gap. When the edge reached the other side, he tied the vine to the tree on the near side, then crawled across to make sure of the anchorage and strengthen it with more vines. He had their bridge.
“Can you handle this?” he asked the sheep. “It will wobble and sway, but will get you across if your feet don't slip.”
The ewes inspected the bridge. Then they started across, stepping carefully. The bridge did wobble, but their footing was secure. He realized that if they had spot precognition, they might be placing their hooves in the particular places that gave them the firmest footing. They would know the result of bad steps, and avoid them. That would be why they were always so sure footed. Telepathy and precognition accounted for a lot.
When all the sheep were across, Shep looked at Python. “This should be easy for you.”
Python slithered readily across. Then Elen walked across, carefully balancing. Finally Shep crossed again, with his staff. “We'll leave the bridge here for our return trip,” he said, pleased with his accomplishment.
They resumed their trek. They found a suitable spot to spend the night, with grass for grazing and a fruit tree and a small clear stream.
“There will be temptation,” Elen told him as they settled for the night, holding hands as usual. “You must resist it.”
“More tempting than you?”
“You have wondered why you were chosen, instead of the lout,” she said seriously. “The lout would fail this coming test. You will too, if I do not prevent it. The difference is that I am willing to help you, as I would not be for the lout.”
“I appreciate that. But just what kind of temptation is it?”
“Vampires.”
“Vampire bats?”
“Vampire girls. They feed from their clefts, not their mouths. They use sexual allure to distract men and get close to them. They are very free with their favors; they want men to clasp and penetrate them. But once a man gets inside one, she holds him and spikes him and draws the blood from his member. He can not get free until she has had her fill.”
Shep winced. Sucking blood from a turgid penis: a rich supply. “I might not believe that, if you had not demonstrated that hold.”
“Yes. I needed you to understand, so that you properly appreciate the danger. You never want to get into something you can't get safely out of.”
Shep considered the matter. “I think I would not be much tempted, if you were with me.” He was not being gallant; he could not feature desiring any other woman, in Elen's presence.
“I will be with you. This is why the sheep chose me. To enable you to resist the vamps. Better that you possess me than them.”
“Them plural? Wouldn't I be finished after one?”
“You would be weakened after one, making it easier for the next to drink you.”
“But after a man climaxes, he's finished, at least for a while.”
“You won't climax, merely keep sending blood for your erection. They control that aspect with their hormones. This is not sex, but unconsummated desire. You will not be able to stop trying. By the time the last has fed, you may be dead of blood depletion.”
“This is a horror!”
“No worse than dying by other means. Men who wish to suicide may choose to come to the vamps. It is said to be an almost pleasant way to go, because of the continuing urgency.”
“Knowing this, I will never be tempted!”
She shook her head. “That will not be your choice. But I think you like me well enough to enable me to foil them.”
He did like her, but was wary of her motive. “Why wouldn't some other girl do as well?”
“Some other girl would lack the motive I have. She would let you go rather than throw herself away on a man who could not stay.”
“Elen, what is your motive?” Would she answer him?
“I want to marry you.”
“I think I would welcome that. But Elen, this isn't possible! Unless you mean for only a few months until I return to Earth.”
“No. I want it permanent.”
“I wish I could tell you that was possible. But that would be a cruel deception. I don't want you that way.”
“Yes. You want more than a passing affair.”
“I do! And I can't have it. Even if I married you now, in a few months I would exchange back to Earth and you would be left with the lout. You know that.”
“We will discuss this at another time. Meanwhile, when the vamps come, you will let me shield you from them.”
“Yes, of course. Why should this be in question?”
“It shouldn't be. Now we must sleep.”
“Elen--” But she was already into the even breathing of sleep, or pretending it. He had to let her be.
She had given him much to think about. How could she protect him from being pheromonically compelled by another woman? He could guess: the holddown. She would take possession of his member so that no other woman could have access to it. That seemed so beyond the pale that he never would agree to it unless properly prepared. By experiencing the holddown, and knowing that she wanted much more from him than sex.
Well, she had made the demonstration, and she had made him desire her. She had been open about those things. What could he do except go along with it? Even if her larger desire was totally unrealistic. He would try to reason with her again in the morning, but suspected she would not change. He hated the thought of the savage disappointment she would have when his tour of this planet was done. But meanwhile they had to complete this mission.
He smiled to himself. If they died on it, that would at least solve the social problem.



Chapter 6:
Breeding
They got up and made ready to travel. “Elen--” Shep said.
“We will discuss it after we reach the breeding ground,” she said.
Well, at least he had tried.
“Soon we will reach the sea we must cross to reach the island where the rams dwell. We must cross to them; they can't cross to us.”
“They can't?”
“Because of the vamps. Any who try, die.”
“Why should the rams choose to live on such a prison?”
She smiled a bit grimly. “It is not their choice. It is the choice of the ewes.”
“So they won't be bothered by the rams except when they wish to breed?”
“Yes.” She smiled again. “Human women were unable to make a similar arrangement. Maybe if we had had telepathy or precognition like the sheep we could have done it. So we must endure the constant attentions of our males, instead of only when we want them. It is a burden.”
Shep had no ready answer for that. He hoped she was teasing him.
They reached the inland sea at mid morning. It was beautiful. There did not seem to be any predators in the water or around the edge. Was this deceptive?
“The vamps are the only predator here,” Elen explained. “Any males in air, sea, or adjacent land they seduce to death, so there are no breeding populations.”
“Land sea or air? What kind of creature are they?
“We don't know. They ignore females, and we see them only as fuzzed out blobs. But they can fly or swim or walk, and they do, to take males. But they don't leave the vicinity of the lake, fortunately.”
“Then any man who sees them could tell the women what they look like.”
“Any man who sees them dies of blood loss before he sees a normal woman again. But the legend is that they are utterly lovely.”
Shep decided to let that be. “So you females could safely swim across?”
“No. The sheep can swim, but not that far. They must cross by boat. Python and I could swim, and Vulture could fly across. You can't. You would be attacked by the vamps and unable to defend yourself. You must cross by boat too.”
“But if they can fly, the boat won't protect me.”
“True. I will shield you from their thirst.”
He was constrained to believe her. Colony Jones was turning out to be a far more remarkable planet that he had known.
They walked along the bank of the sea and found an inlet with several moored flat-bottom boats. One was large enough to hold their full party. It had a rotating paddle that could be powered by a man's feet. So it would be a powered crossing, slow but sure.
“You and I are naked,” she said.
He didn't argue. He stripped and set his clothing with his knapsack. She did the same with her cloak.
They boarded. The sheep stood in the center of the craft; Python and Vulture took their places on either side of them, and Shep mounted the stationary-bike type pedals that connected to the paddle-wheel. There was a padded stool before the mechanism which Elen sat on, facing him. She wrapped her legs around him and took him in, as with the holddown. It was clear that this boat had been designed exactly for such a position. It was amazing how un-sexual this contact had become, considering its intimacy.
“The only way to keep them off you is to muffle you with genital flesh,” she said. “They can't reach you as long as I block them off.”
“Thank you,” he said wryly.
“Get moving.”
Shep started pushing the pedals, causing the paddle to turn and propel the boat forward. It was geared to be feasible. Their speed was not great, but they would reach the island in an hour or so.
No sooner had they moved clear of the bank than the vamps came. They were lovely nude girls, fair faced, wasp-waisted, and high breasted, with marvelously flowing hair, some blonde, some brunette, some auburn. They seemed to be flying without wings.
“What do you see?” Elen asked softly.
He described the girls. “I'd be happy to have any of them in bed, no offense.”
“So that's how they manifest to you. As ideal sex symbols.”
“Yes. I gather that's not how they really look.”
“We don't know. But since they evidently come across to rams as ewes in heat, and to other creatures as ideal mates, their appearance must be telepathically projected. You can not afford to trust what you see.”
“I'm sure. For one thing, how do they fly without wings? There has to be something sustaining them.”
She laughed. “They could be nine heads of a hydra on invisible neck-stalks. To me they seem to be floating balls of mist.”
The vamps arrived. “Oh what a handsome man!” one cried, twitching her head so that her black hair flared fetchingly. “I claim him first.” 
“They're talking,” Shep murmured. “Praising me.”
“I hear only a passing breeze.”
The first vamp flew up to hover before Shep, looking him in the eye. “Who are you, husky stud?”
Shep was silent, not trusting this.
“Keep paddling,” Elen said. “We don't want to stay here any longer than necessary.”
Oh. In his distraction he had stopped pumping on the pedals. He resumed.
“What, struck mute by my dazzling aspect?” the vamp asked. “Will you answer if I show you more, like this?” She sailed up to float above him, flexing her legs. She had perfectly fleshed thighs and a temptingly open cleft framed by silky black pubic hair. “I am Lova, your playmate of the hour.”
Shep couldn't help looking, and couldn't help reacting. To see her exposed in this manner was electrifying in a manner that merely seeing her nude was not.
“It's the pheromones,” Elen murmured. “There's a thick cloud of them making you thick and hard.” She frowned. “Harder than you ever were for me.”
He had almost forgotten that Elen was with him and on him. She had of course felt his urgent tumescence. 
“Still not talking?” Lova asked. “Then I shall have to kiss you.” She darted down and caught his mouth briefly with hers.
There was an explosion of sensation like the bursting of a nova. His desire magnified exponentially.
“What's she doing?” Elen asked, startled. “You're ready to burst!”
“She kissed me.”
“Don't kiss her! That enables her to deliver more pheromones directly! I can't protect you if she does that.”
That was surely true. The one kiss had just about made him wrench out of Elen. Only its teasing nature, preventing him from climaxing, had stopped him from doing exactly that. He wanted nothing so much as to get into Lova, and knew that would be doom, but his body didn't care. “How can I stop her?”
“I'll stop her.” Elen covered his mouth with hers.
Now the vamp seemed to become aware of Elen. “What is this ugly shroud covering you?” she demanded. “Get rid of it!”
Shep decided it was better to talk to the thing. He drew back slightly from Elen. “I am Shep. I am with Elen Elf. Go away.”
“Not until I possess you, bold man.” She darted in again, but Shep quickly put his mouth back on Elen's. The vamp collided with the back of Elen's head and bounced off. “Oooo!” she cried angrily. Elen seemed not to feel the vamp, but Shep was totally aware of her. That was surely the work of the pheromones. He still wanted to get his member into the vamp and ejaculate a jet of blood until she was sated. It was like an urge to suicide.
Shep kept his lips glued to Elen's.
“Help me, girls!” Lova called. “I have a resistive client here.”
The other vamps crowded close, catching hold of Shep's arms and legs. He kept pounding on the pedals, but he felt their hands stroking him everywhere, especially the crevice of his bottom, trying to pry him out of Elen. Others were kissing his head and neck, trying to make him break his mouth contact with Elen. It seemed they could not force him physically, but wherever they touched him made him want to obey their urgings.
They continued, wedging in closer. Now one was kissing his scrotum while another stroked the exposed base of his member. They were gaining on him; soon he would give up and pull free and be lost. They were simply too strong for him to resist long, even attached as he was to Elen. What could he do?
Then a thought came to him. He remembered playing music on the staff. The sheep had heard that, and evidently liked it. Now it seemed the sheep were wanting him to play again. Did that make any sense at all?
Trust the sheep.
Shep broke the long kiss and opened his mouth, taking a deep breath. Lova, waiting for this opportunity, dived in.
But not before Shep started singing. “He who is noble, pure and simple-hearted.”
The vamps recoiled. “What is this?” Lova cried in horror.
It was working! Shep continued singing, and now Elen joined him, making it a duet. This body had a surprisingly good voice, and so did Elen. “...Needs not a weapon, needs no man to guard him. Virtue defends him.”
“This is revolting!” Lova said.
Shep realized that it was not the melody or the words so much as the spirit. He felt the song, the wonder of spiritual nobility, the seeming shield of goodness surrounding them. The ignoble vamps could not compete with it.
The two of them continued to sing as he paddled, forging on toward the island, while the balked vamps hovered at a safe distance. The other passengers on the boat seemed unaffected.
Finally the vamps gave up and disappeared. Shep knew better than to trust this, and remained connected to Elen as they continued to sing.
They reached the shallow surf surrounding the island. “This is beyond the vamps territory,” Elen said, ceasing her singing. “We are safe here.”
What a relief! But Shep still held her as he paddled on, just in case.
They reached a natural wharf on the island. “You can let go now,” Elen said, smiling. “Unless you have something else in mind?”
He remained sexually charged, but resisted. “I do. But not while those wicked pheromones remain.”
She laughed, and he felt it below. “You are noble.”
Now Shep disengaged from Elen, and she did not hold him. He moored the boat with a rope. Vulture hopped across, and Python slithered to land. Then the sheep walked off in single file. Finally Shep and Elen stepped over. They were there.
Six rams were waiting. The six ewes eyed them but did not advance. Shep realized that these ewes would not be forced, no matter how randy the rams were; their bone blades would stop any unwelcome effort. They would choose exactly when and with whom they would breed.
“We have time to pass,” Elen said. “A couple of weeks. There's a shelter.”
“As you wish.”
She showed the way, and Vulture and Python accompanied them. Shep realized that nice as this island was, it was foreign territory to these creatures. They were guests of the sheep, and preferred to remain with the group. The rams might not take kindly to stray predators.
The shelter turned out to be a nice cabin complete with an adjacent tree and a pile of rocks ideal for bird or serpent. This made sense, as there must have been annual visits here for decades. There was a pond behind it that rustled with frogs. There was even a faint odor of carrion. Vulture and Python would not go hungry.
The two of them entered to find a well-stocked chamber and a twin-size bed. Shep realized how tired he was, physically and emotionally after pedaling across the lake while fighting off sexual predators. He was ready to plump down and sleep.
“Uh-uh,” Elen said. “Don't touch that bed yet. You're filthy with sweat and pheromones.”
“I'll wash,” he agreed.
“I'll wash you.” She took him to the bathroom alcove, where there was a pump and pitcher. “Strip.” He was glad to obey, despite his fixed erection. She pumped water, then poured pitchers-full over him, thoroughly rinsing him. The water was cool but not cold. She scrubbed out his hair and ears, and his genital region. When he was clean he knew it, because at last his member sank, no longer prodded by the pheromones.
“Dry and rest,” she said. “I will join you soon.” She stripped and poured water over herself. As far as he knew, the pheromones had not affected her, being male-specific, but some would remain around her and he couldn't blame her for wanting them gone. She also dumped both their sets of clothes in the washtub for later processing. Presumably the ones in the knapsacks were cleaner in the respects that counted. 
Then, nude, she joined him on the bed, taking his hand. “Let's sleep. Then we'll talk.”
He was glad to agree. He closed his eyes and was soon in slumber.
Some time later he woke to the smell of baking bread. It seemed the cabin had a stove and food; he hadn't noticed before. Obviously Elen had.
She saw him stir. “It's not ready yet. Now we'll talk.”
“About what?”
She rejoined him, still nude. “About breeding, of course. This is the place for it.”
“For the sheep,” he agreed.
“The sheep are telepathic. Didn't they send you the clue to sing?”
“Yes,” he said, surprised. “I had forgotten, but I think they put that thought in my head, and it worked. But how does that relate to this?”
“The sheep realized that you were being overwhelmed, so they helped you. They are not smart in the manner we are, but they know what's what, and do what is necessary. That enables them to survive the dangers of the breeding journey.”
“Yes. They gave Python the clue to help Vulture with the carrion, and gave Vulture the clue to help me with the bridge. The knowledge was in my mind, and they relayed it.”
“Yes, they draw on each of us as necessary, and our intelligence helps. You accept that now.”
“I do. I'm not sure about the precognition, but the telepathy, yes.”
“The holddown,” she reminded him.
“That saved us from getting caught by the sudden storm. Yes, I have to agree: telepathy would not account for that, but precognition would.”
“When the sheep breed, there will be powerful telepathic waves of lust, male and female. That will affect us both, because we are attuned to the sheep. We will want to breed, not from pheromones, but from our minds. If we yield to it, I am very likely to conceive.”
Shep whistled. “Now I see your point!”
She seemed oddly constrained. “Do you?”
“We can't afford to have that happen. Unless you have contraception.”
“I don't need it. I will conceive only if I choose to.”
He looked at her. “Then what is the problem?”
“I will choose to.”
Shep pondered that. “Oh, you mean the sheep lust is so strong that it will override your preference?”
“No.”
“Elen, I think you will have to tell me directly, because I know I am missing something.”
“In a moment. But first I need to be sure you understand the risk you take.”
“Risk?”
“Shep, I have necessarily teased you twice, by putting you into me without culmination. I do not wish to tease you further.”
“There's another challenge?”
“In a manner.”
“Elen, you're teasing me right now with your obscurity! What are you trying to tell me?”
“You desire me.” It was not a question.
“I do.”
“I will give you all the sex you want. But there is a risk that you will fall in love with me, unless you can do it without emotional commitment. Then you will lose. As with the holddown.”
Shep laughed without humor. “I think I have already lost.”
“No. You are not in love with me, nor I with you. You are in lust, and when the sheep breed, I will be too.”
“Lust, but not love? There is a significant distinction, but I don't think my heart has honored it. You are the most remarkable woman I have encountered, Elen, on any planet, and I wish I could be with you always.”
“You can make that distinction by satisfying your lust. Then that will no longer deceive your heart. I offer you that. But the risk is that by the time the distinction is clear, you will indeed love me. Then you will want to marry me.”
“And I can't do that.” He smacked his fist into the mattress. “Damn!”
“You can do it.”
“And then leave you here, in effect a widow, when I exchange back to Earth? Leaving you with the lout? I would not do that to you, Elen.”
“You would not have to leave me.”
Shep gazed at her partly in bafflement, partly in hope. “You have something in mind?”
“I do. But this requires a commitment beyond what you may wish to make.”
“Spell it out.”
“Exchanges such as the one you made are rare. There needs to be special reason, and the participants need to be highly qualified.”
“Yes. I was the only student in my class selected this term, because I am training for planetary management.”
“Which means you are the smartest and best connected person in your class.”
“Yes. Also most committed. I worked hard to earn my place.” Shep smiled. “Then it seemed it was being thrown away watching sheep. How little I knew!”
“I am also the smartest and most committed person in my class,” she said. “I long to visit Earth and learn more of it first hand. But I am not well connected. No colony native is.”
“True. Almost by definition, colonists are secondary citizens. I have never heard of a colonist achieving an exchange as a primary figure. Only as a secondary one, like my present host.”
“There is an exception. The spouse of an Earth exchangee can qualify.”
“Well, yes, so that married couples can go together. If I were married, my wife might have been able to come here with me. We'd both be in foreign bodies, but our relationship would continue.”
“I believe there is an obscurity in that regulation. It does not say the spouse has to be a resident of Earth.”
Shep laughed. “Well, it doesn't have to. How can it be otherwise?”
Elen merely gazed at him.
Then it dawned. “That's why you want to marry me! Because I am of Earth. So you can exchange to Earth!”
“That is why,” she agreed.
“You have been playing up to me to make me amenable to such an arrangement.”
“Yes.”
“Not because you really liked me for myself.”
“True.”
“And now you are offering me endless sex, as an inducement.”
“No.”
“No?”
“You can have the sex without marrying me. Then you can leave me.”
“Why would you do that?”
“Because it will work out long-term only if you love me.”
Shep shook his head. “I don't know whether you are being supremely generous, or supremely cynical.”
“Both. The sheep gave me my chance. What I make of it is up to me. But I do not want to take you by subterfuge. You must understand and accept it.”
His head was spinning. “I'm not ready to digest this right now. I will need time to ponder.”
“Of course.”
“But I do have one question. You want my love, but you do not love me. Is that fair?”
“If you come to love me, I will allow myself to allow you.”
“Allow yourself?”
She nodded. “I am under siege. You possess the qualities I want in a mate, and you are of Earth. My body and mind want to love you, and will do so if I yield. But to love you only to have you leave me would be heartbreak. I must avoid that, just as you had to avoid being taken by the vamps.”
The parallel moved him profoundly. She could love him! “You haven't even met my real body on Earth!”
“Women are more practical than men about these things. I can accept your body as the host of the man I love.”
“Whereas you use your pretty body to besot my foolish male nature.”
“I would not put it that way, but yes.”
Shep sighed. “It is true. Men are fascinated by appearance. I am typical in that respect.”
“And I am typical in judging by your position and mind.”
“So our cards are now on the table. You want to marry me for my position. I want your body for sex. Probably most marriages are of that nature. But I think I am not ready to make any kind of decision at this moment. You can have the bed. I'll sleep on the floor.”
“Shep, there is no need. Take my body now, without commitment, as long as you recognize the risk. There is no need to torment yourself.”
He considered, then reversed the call. “Do you want sex with me?”
“Yes.”
“Because I wouldn't care to force it on you.” Then he did a double-take. “You said yes?”
“Yes. I get pleasure in it too. I hated holding off to win the holddown, and to shield you from the vamps, but did it because it was necessary. Now it is not.”
“You actually want to have sex with me, without commitment?”
“Yes, now that we understand one another.”
“You like sex for its own sake?”
“Yes, if I respect the man. My interest may not be as extreme as yours, but I certainly would enjoy doing it with you.”
He knew she was not one to deceive him in a matter like this. “Then I take you at your word. Let's do it.”
She moved into him, and kissed him ardently. Her hand found his member and guided it into her. Then he was thrusting and spurting with abandon, and she seemed to be climaxing with him.
“Oh, Elen,” he said as he ebbed. “I have longed to do that since I first saw you.”
“I, too.”
He had ejaculated, but his excitement was unabated. “Let's do it again.”
“Can you?”
“Let's find out. Maybe if you help me.”
She wrapped her arms and legs around him and kissed him passionately. Her responsive vagina kneaded his member. Soon a second orgasm formed in the distance, expanded, and erupted in a slow and long culmination.
It finally faded, and they fell apart. “I never did that before,” he said. “I mean not so rapidly.”
“I think some of the pheromones remain, facilitating it.”
“That must be it. Oh, Elen--”
“Do not speak of commitment. Wait until you have properly considered. We are merely relaxing now.”
“Merely relaxing,” he agreed. “Stop me when you get tired of it.” He started kissing her, first her mouth, then her face, neck, and breasts. He paused.
“I am not tired,” she murmured. Then she started kissing him, starting innocently, proceeding to un-innocently. He loved it.
Soon they were connected again, for a third mutual orgasm. Then they drifted off to sleep, holding hands.
It was quite a night. By the time dawn arrived, they were both exhausted. So they slept on into the day.
Meanwhile his mind was going. Could he actually marry her, and qualify her for exchange as his spouse? Or would it turn out to be too complicated? For one thing, this would be the first interplanetary marriage, with the groom not even present physically, only in a native host. Earth authorities might not consider that to be valid. Whose law would govern: Earth's or Colony Jones's? What would be the citizenship of the baby?
“You are troubled,” Elen said. “Do you wish to tell me?”
He told her.
“I think that if we do it, we shall need a lawyer,” she said. “This is further reason for caution.”
“My father has connections. He can get a lawyer. But it's not just that. You will need a host on Earth. I'm not sure what woman will want to exchange into a pregnant native woman.”
“I must be pregnant. Otherwise the lout's family and mine will block the marriage. My baby will represent proof of consummation.”
“Could we return and broach the matter, and go for the baby if that turns out to be necessary?”
“No. They will isolate us from each other to prevent any such contamination.”
“Contamination!”
She looked him in the eye. “Shep, they will oppose this union. There is prejudice on either side against the other, and against Earth. Only a fait accompli will prevent that interference.”
“So we have to be truly committed before we return.”
“Yes. To marry me will complicate your life.”
Yet his love was burgeoning. “Elen, I think I am ready to--”
She cut him off with a kiss, and followed immediately with sex, preventing him from saying it. She wanted no hasty decision. But he doubted that made a difference.
Two days later, after more sex than he had ever imagined, she was ready to talk. “The sheep are about to mate. They have settled on their partners.”
“That means a telepathic barrage of sexual urgency?” he asked.
“Yes. We will be having almost continuous sex. So now we must decide whether I should allow it to take. Do you wish to marry me?”
“I do,” he said without hesitation.
“That was a question, not a proposal.”
“And an answer, not an acceptance.”
“Are you sure?”
“Yes.”
“And you wish me to have my baby, though it will not be of your genetic stock?”
“Yes.”
“I can not persuade you otherwise?”
“Never. I love you.”
She sighed. “I have tried.”
“One caveat,” he said.
She was startled. “This is conditional?”
“Yes.”
He could see her brace herself. “What is your condition?”
“That you allow yourself to love me.”
She melted. “I will.”
“Then let's make it formal.” He took a deep breath. “Elen Elf of Colony Planet Jones, will you marry me?”
“Shep Shepherd of Earth, I will marry you.”
Then they kissed. They did not have sex at this time, knowing that more than enough would soon be coming. They merely embraced and slept, resting before the siege.
It came a few hours later. Deep, rutting, sexual urgency overwhelmed them both, as the telepathy of the conjoining rams and ewes intensified to the point of no denial. They yielded to it, letting it take them on waves of desire so intense that it became painful rather than pleasurable. To resist it would have been agony.
Indeed, when the first wave abated with temporary satiation, they got up and walked around the cabin, and saw Vulture and Python in sad state. They had had no partners, so had had to suffer through it.
Within an hour the second wave came, and they clutched each other on the bed, locked in seemingly endless orgasm. Its passing left them gasping.
“We have two weeks of this?” Shep asked.
“Two weeks,” she agreed wearily. “Unless--”
“Unless?”
“Unless I am already pregnant. When my body knows it, the sexual urgency will abate, because I have been bred.”
“And what of my body?”
She smiled. “It will continue. But do not be alarmed; I will continue to accommodate you.”
“Even when your desire has cooled?”
“Yes. I do not want you to suffer.”
“Thank you,” he said wryly.
And by the end of the day she knew. “It has taken. I have been bred.”
“You're pregnant!”
“Yes. I am with child.” She smiled. “I hope you do not change your mind now.”
“Never,” he said, kissing her. But he feared the obstacles they would have to navigate.



Chapter 7:
Return
Two weeks passed, and the ewes were finally bred. The mating urge, satisfied, faded. It was time to return to their normal pasture.
Python, Vulture, and Shep were bedraggled, albeit it for different reasons. Elen was fine. They went to the boat.
But the sheep were not there. So Shep and Elen went looking for them. They were placidly grazing. The rams were not far off, watching them. They would move in if there were any sign of interest by a ewe. In fact every so often one would approach, only to be bleated off. The ewes had no further use for them. So why were they remaining here, instead of traveling? They were well fed and ready.
There was a rumble, then an explosion. Shep saw a column of smoke rise into the air. A small volcano was erupting, from the direction they had come here.
Now the sheep walked toward the boat. They must have been waiting for that. Maybe it would have been dangerous, had they been near when it happened.
But when they assembled by the boat, Shep got another feeling. “We can't go back the way we came here,” he said.
“I know it,” Elen agreed. “That route has been blocked. That's bad, because it was the only route I really knew. Now we'll have to travel cross-country.”
As if they had been on a clear highway coming in. Shep was not comfortable with this. But what alternative was there? “We'll cross the water, then circle the lake until the sheep indicate the way to go.”
They boarded, all ten of them. Shep and Elen stripped, and took their places at the paddle pedals and the seat before it. He fitted himself into her, knowing how much he would need her shielding. Sexually sated or not, he would respond to the massive pheromone assault of the vamps.
“The song!” she said, remembering. “We'll sing it again.”
“Yes! But let's hold our places here, just in case.”
“Of course.” She clasped him tightly, outside and inside.
He started pedaling, and the craft moved out into the lake.
The vampires came. “Come join us, virile man!” Lova called. “We hunger for your penetration!” She hovered, spreading her arms and legs wide to display her breasts and open cleft. “We have so much to offer!”
“I am already committed,” he called back.
Then they swarmed in close. Shep barely got his mouth on Elen's before a vamp could kiss him. Their hands and bodies touched him everywhere as they pressed their breasts against the back of his head and neck, and stroked his buttocks and scrotum. The pheromones formed a dense cloud. His member, well worn from the breeding cycle, surged into rigidity, filling Elen's channel. It wanted to burst through her and reach a vamp so it could be endlessly potent.
He kept pedaling, and the boat kept moving.
The vamps started kissing him everywhere they could reach, especially his scrotum and anus. Each kiss excited another section of his flesh.
He pedaled.
The urgency continued to build. When he feared it would overwhelm him and make him wrench free of Elen's closure, he lifted his head and started singing. “He who is noble...”
“Excrement!” Lova swore. “The beast remembered!”
Elen joined him. “...pure and simple hearted.”
The vamps definitely were not that. They retreated, hurling vile expletives. They were furious, but could not handle the stirring music, or the spirit it evoked.
They made it across and landed at the proper site. The sheep walked off the boat, followed by Vulture and Python. Only then did Shep and Elen disembark, still closely connected as he carried her. Once they were safely on land, beyond the reach of the vamps, they were ready to separate.
“Unless you wish to complete it now,” Elen murmured.
The pheromones still surrounded them. “Actually I do, to make up for all the prior frustration. Do you mind?”
She squeezed him, just so, and he jetted powerfully into her. That established her dominance over the vampires, because now he was able to climax instead of remaining rigid while his blood was sucked.
There was a chorus of expletives from the vamps still hovering over the water. His climax was his parting shot, leaving them angrily frustrated.
The sheep had waited patiently while Shep and Elen finished their business. Then the sheep walked beside the lake, avoiding the way the party had come. About a quarter of the way around they struck out across a barren landscape. It might once have been a grass field, but now it was desiccated stubble.
Vulture flew up, circled, and returned to earth, troubled. Shep saw smoke ahead, and smelled burning. “Uh-oh. I think we have a grass fire. We don't want to get caught in that.” Python seemed nervous too.
But the sheep were marching right toward it, unconcerned.
“Trust the sheep,” Elen said.
“Of course. But sometimes I wish they could speak our language, and tell us what's coming.”
“They communicate well enough. They don't need our kind of speech.”
The fire loomed closer, being blown directly toward them. Gusts of wind brought the smoke down to swirl around them, making them cough.
Python slithered rapidly ahead. Vulture followed, half flying. There was something. 
Then they saw it: the opening of a cave. Shelter from the fire! Provided it didn't harbor some predator waiting for prey to be driven into its lair. But of course the sheep would not blithely walk into that.
It turned out to be a series of caves, linked by tunnel-like apertures as if a river had once coursed through it. Now it was bone dry. The sheep formed a file and walked on into it, leaving the light of day behind.
“Trust the sheep,” Shep echoed. They followed closely after the last ewe, and Python and Vulture brought up the rear. The sounds of the sheep's hooves told them where to go.
An hour later they emerged from the caves and found a completely different landscape. Green grass bordered a slow stream, and there were a few fruiting trees. It was a comparative paradise, a fine place to spend the night.
The sheep had known.
That night Shep and Elen clasped each other in the holddown mode, kissing and making love without sexual completion. It seemed natural.
In the morning they were ready to resume travel, but the sheep were not. So they waited. Sure enough, a ferocious storm crossed suddenly over them, deluging them with water and raising the level of the river close to overflowing its banks. But in another hour the torrent cleared and they were able to resume walking.
The rest of the journey was like that. Only the awareness of the sheep made it feasible without severe problems. But because Shep now truly trusted the sheep, accepting their judgment without question, the return was relatively easy. In several days they reached the human village where Shep's host lived.
And that was it. The sheep disappeared into their pastures, leaving the four other members of the party behind. The mission had been accomplished.
“I guess that goes for you too, friends,” Shep said to Python and Vulture. “You are free to resume your natural lives.”
But neither animal departed. “I think they have been tamed,” Elen said. “They prefer to stay with us.” She smiled. “And I welcome it. I feel more comfortable with them than I would at home.”
Oh, yes. “Because now we have to marry, and face the opposition of the two families.”
“Yes. Python and Vulture accept us as we are. They know what we've been through.”
“We'll just have to explain that we are a team, and they are part of it. As long as they don't attack human beings or their pets, it should be all right.”
“Yes. I think they won't attack anyone unless there is an immediate danger to us.” She faced the house. “I think you and I must explain some things to people who will not be pleased to hear them.”
“Yes.” He considered briefly. “I am not properly conversant with social customs on this world.” He smiled. “I came here to study them, but got distracted. But I know that sometimes things that shouldn't make a difference, do. We have gotten messed up from hard traveling. Can we—make ourselves more presentable?”
She laughed. “Excellent thought. Looking travel worn is fine, but you should be obviously healthy and I should be pretty.”
Elen got to work on the both, and soon their appearance was much improved.
“And I think we will need to introduce Vulture and Python,” he said. “As evidence of the mission we were on. That may be why the sheep put their need to stay with us into their minds.”
“Yes.” Elen knelt beside Python and stroked her neck. “Trust us,” she said. “We will safeguard you from our kind.” She did the same with Vulture.
Then they girded themselves and approached the house. Shep knocked on the door.
In a moment it opened to reveal Cora Peterson, his host's mother. “Brian!” she cried gladly. Then she paused. “Or is it you?”
“I am the man from Earth, Amber Shepherd,” Shep said. “I have brought Brian's body home safely. The sheep have returned and I am free to pursue my original mission. But there are complications.”
Now she saw his companions. “An elf. A python. A vulture,” she said faintly.
“We are friends, bound together,” Shep said. “None of these creatures will harm you. It is a legacy of the mission with the sheep. We need to talk.”
The woman seemed about ready to faint, but collected herself. “Come in. All of you. We will talk.”
They trooped into the house, where Brett, the father, greeted them. “We know that the sheep change folk. You surely have an interesting tale to tell. Make yourselves comfortable.” If he was nervous about the presence of Vulture and Python he did not show it.
Shep and Elen took chairs, and Vulture and Python settled quietly behind them. “This is Elen,” Shep said. “The sheep selected her, as they did me and the others. It was a considerable experience. Now Elen and I need to marry.”
Cora put her hand to her breast as if suffering a heart attack, and Brett looked grim. “I think you know we would not approve of that.”
“Going with the sheep was not my choice, or hers,” Shep said. “But we had to do it. Now we are in love and must marry. We ask for your support.”
“Must marry?” Cora asked faintly.
“I am pregnant,” Elen said.
“You are not our son,” Brett said to Shep. “He can not be bound by what you do.”
“But she is with child,” Cora protested. “By our son's body. The child must have a father.”
“Marriage to an elf was not part of the deal!” Brett said.
“Here is what we propose,” Shep said. “We will marry, and Elen will exchange with a young woman of Earth so she can remain with me on the other planet. That Earth woman will keep company with your son, in Elen's body. She will not be his wife; he is not committed to that, as you say. But she will bear his genetic child. Six months later, I will return and so will Elen, to resume our marriage here. It will be known that this was not your doing, but the result of the mission of the sheep. No blame will attach to you.”
“But our son!” Cora protested. “With this elf woman! With child by him!” She was having trouble getting past that.
“With an Earth woman in Elen's body,” Shep said. “They may have whatever relationship they choose.” He smiled briefly. “Brian may have developed a taste for Earth women by the time he returns.”
“You know it must be,” Elen said. “My family will be no better pleased than you by this union. Elves and humans seldom marry. I hope both families will make the best of it.”
“I ask your indulgence,” Brett said. “Would you show us your body, Elf?”
Elen opened her cloak and showed them. Both Brett and Cora looked. “You are beautiful,” Bret said.
Elen shrugged. “Nature made me that way.” She closed her cloak.
“More beautiful than our son would ever be able to attract on his own, human or elf. You would play the part of his lover?”
“I am Shep's lover,” Elen said firmly. “I will not touch your son.”
“But the exchange Earth girl—she would love our son?”
“Unlikely,” Shep said. “She wouldn't know him.”
“But the two bodies would be married, by our custom,” Brett said.
“Elen and I would be married,” Shep said. “Not Brian and the Earth woman.”
“But they would live together.”
“I suppose they would,” Shep agreed.
“They would act married,” Brett said.
This was evidently important to the man. “Probably they would, publicly.”
Now Cora saw where Brett was going. “And if they fell in love, they could marry—Brian and the Earth girl. Completing it. No shame about the baby.”
“If they fell in love,” Shep agreed cautiously.
Brett smiled, looking at Elen. “Could any man be close to this body, whatever its occupant, and not fall in love with her?”
“Not if he's like me,” Shep said.
Elen's face was composed. That could be mischief. She had no interest in the lout. But she knew she would not be occupying her own body in Shep's absence. She would be with him on Earth. She could endure that. “My body will be at the Earth girl's disposal. So long as she does not harm my baby.”
Both parents nodded. They seemed to have hammered out a compromise of sorts. But Shep knew there was one huge uncertainty: could they find an Earth woman who would agree to keep company with the lout? To make a marriage of appearances that would satisfy the relatives.
“You may stay here, using Brian's room,” Cora said. “Until you marry.” Which would give the parents the semblance of some control over the situation.
“Thank you,” Elen said, seeming genuinely grateful. She knew that the Peterson's interest was in appearance, both social and physical, rather than the technicalities of host versus visitor, but that acceptance counted for a lot.
“Now we must broach the elf family,” Shep said.
Brett laughed. “Lotsa luck!” He understood perfectly how the elves would react.
They walked to the other village, accompanied by Vulture and Python. Elen knocked on her own door. “Mom, I have awkward news.”
There was a scene, of course. In the end, the elves agreed to the marriage. What else could they do? Not only was their daughter keeping willing company with a vulture and a python along with a man of Earth, she was pregnant and in love.
Then they went to the Earth embassy to message Shep's parents. He knew they would be intrigued, knowing he would not have done such a thing without good reason. They would promise to see about a suitable Earth woman to be Elen's host, and a lawyer to arrange for the exchange, since the law was vague in this instance. 
Messaging Earth was expensive and limited. They were allowed only ten words. 
MARRYING ELF GIRL.
WOW! That would be his father talking.
MUST GET EARTH HOST, LAWYER.
WILL DO. GOOD LUCK, SON.
He had done it in only eight words, and his father had used only six. Shep was reassured; his family had resources, and he knew the matter would be competently handled.
“Oh, I want so much to go to Earth!” Elen said. “But now that it is being arranged, I can't help wondering what it will be like to occupy another woman's body, and to have her occupy mine. I wish I could have the one without the other.”
“I'm nervous too,” Shep said. “About what it will be like to embrace you in another woman's body, and what you will think of my own body. Suppose you can't stand it?”
“Then I will fake it,” she said, smiling. “You will never know the difference.”
“Why am I not completely encouraged?” he asked rhetorically. Then they made love. If she was faking her continued interest in that, he was unable to tell.
The banns were published, and in the following month they held the wedding. It was in an open forum between the two villages, open to any who wished to attend, and as it turned out, the majority of both villages came. They understood the significance: not of human and elf union, which was hardly encouraged, but of Earth and Colony union, the first. Supported by a wild vulture and python, an extremely unusual occurrence.
Colony weddings were non-religious, as settlers had decided at the outset to avoid as many of the divisive aspects of Earth as possible. They each spoke their lines, swearing love and companionship, and publicly kissed. Then the two nominal fathers, Brett Peterson and Erasmus Elf, stood together. “Who cares to stand in witness to this union?” Brett asked the audience. It was a formality, and a tacit invitation for any objection, which would be made by remaining seated.
All the villagers stood. They liked the notoriety of it, knowing that this would be awkward for the Earth authorities who exercised control over the colony. Was this a local or an interplanetary event? What were the legal repercussions?
There was a bleat. All eyes turned. There were the six ewes, approaching in a close formation. Python and Vulture went to meet them, touching noses. So did Shep and Elen, surprised. They hugged each of the sheep, who tolerated this intimacy without objection. “So glad you could make it!” Shep said with a smile.
It was significant. Sheep had never before attended a public human event, and that fact that Shep and Elen were able to embrace them without getting stabbed was not lost on the audience. No one ever touched a sheep without knowing the sheep approved it. The sheep did approve this union, and allowed everyone to see their endorsement. What did it mean?
“The sheep want us married,” Elen said. “Why do they care, since they don't have any such thing in their own kind? They don't love, and sex is only for procreation. I doubt they understand the intricacies we practice, and would not care about them if they did understand.”
“Why, indeed?” Shep asked. “As far as I can tell, the sheep are not smart in the human sense, merely telepathic and precognitive. What do they see that requires our union?”
“There has to be a reason,” Elen said. “And the sheep themselves may not know it. Only that the marriage needs to exist. It must relate in some way to their needs. All they really care about is their own welfare; the rest of us are merely tools they use when they have to.”
“Their precognition may see something far ahead. Could it relate to Earth? To Earth policy with respect to the Colony? I am in training for Colony Administration. But that's in the future; I am nobody of importance at present.”
“Can we find out?”
“I'll try.” They returned to the Embassy and messaged a query to his folks, using his two remaining words: COLONY NEWS?
The answer came back promptly. YES. IMPORTANT. MORE ANON. That used up his father's words.
They exchanged a glance. Something was definitely up, and the sheep knew it. “I suspect our adventure is not yet complete,” Shep said grimly.
The dominoes fell into place. The Earth administration approved their marriage, and Elen was granted status to exchange to Earth. That was surely the work of the lawyer Shep's family had hired. In addition, they had found a good exchange partner for Elen. Shep would have to return to Earth to approve her; then Elen could follow.
“Please, let her not be a hag,” Elen said. “I want sex appeal.”
“So do I.” Then he caught her glance. “For your sake,” he added quickly. “I have no interest in the bodies of any other women.”
She elected not to argue the case.
Meanwhile they had taken a village house to share with Python and Vulture. To pay for it they exploited their discovered musical abilities, developing several songs. Shep played on the staff/mirliton with increasing competence while Elen sang, and they also sang duets, starting with “He Who Is Noble.” They started doing brief tours, playing before both human and elven audiences, and were always welcomed. At first, he suspected, it was the notoriety of their interplanetary marriage, but before long their pleasant harmonies became popular in their own right.
They were also demonstrating to Brian's family that Brian had a likely future in music. He would not have to be a turnip farmer. Shep could see the parents slowly melting as they heard the lovely melodies and saw the enthusiastic responses of audiences. They were reluctantly concluding that their son's possible union with an elf or Earth woman was not necessarily evil.
Elen started to show. She was indeed pregnant. She would be about five months along when they went to Earth. Shep hoped his folks had made that clear to the exchanging Earth girl.
Then the time came. They elected to make the exchanges from the Peterson's home, so that Brian would have a familiar homecoming and the incoming Earth girl would have a secure situation from the outset. Both Vulture and Python attended; they were evidently in it for the duration.
“It should be only a few days,” Shep told Elen, not for the first time. “I'll miss you.”
“I'll miss you,” she agreed. They kissed, then he sat down for the exchange apparatus. He suffered a sudden siege of nervousness, but kept his gaze on Elen.
Then the scene changed.



Chapter 8:
Earth
And there were his parents, Sherman and Zandra, a similar look of expectation and concern on their faces. They needed immediate reassurance that nothing had gone wrong in the exchange.
“Hi Dad! Hi Mom. It's me, Shep,” he said.
“Good enough,” Sherman said, as if there had been no doubt. He was normally a man of few words.
Zandra didn't bother to conceal her relief. She caught Shep by the shoulders and kissed him.
“How did you get along with Brian Peterson?” Shep asked.
“That boy's going to make a fine musician,” Sherman said. “If he can persuade his folks.”
“He can persuade them,” Shep said. “Elen and I prepared the way. We even did recitals.”
“Elen, the elf girl?” Zandra said. “You will have to tell us all about how you got married.”
“Obviously he knocked her up, then had to marry her,” Sherman said gruffly.
Shep laughed. “I did, technically, but it wasn't like that. We fell in love first. Yes, her name is Elen. She's some woman.” That reminded him. “You found an exchange host for her?”
“Actually the host found us,” Sherman said. “She's the lawyer's daughter.”
“The lawyer's daughter! And he is allowing it?”
“He recommended it. It's that she has conflicting ambitions. One is to be a super-high-power attorney like her dad, and it seems she has the drive and talent. The other is to live a rustic country life far from the tensions of civilization and have a normal family. She thought she couldn't have both, but now maybe she can. Six months here, six months there.”
“She does know Elen's five months pregnant, and will give birth during her tenure there?”
“She knows the essence. It seems that's another thing: she can't be a high-power attorney and have a family. Not on Earth. But on the Colony she can have a baby, and time for it, with guaranteed no sudden business calls. She's ready to give it a try.”
This sounded good, but Shep was wary. “I need to meet her first.”
“She'll be here tomorrow,” Zandra said. “She's a marvelous young woman.”
“And quite pretty,” Sherman said.
“And what is this business about Colony Planet Jones in the Earth news?”
“The lawyer will fill you in properly,” Sherman said. “But we can tell you that Congress is about to pass a law making that planet a tourist resort, where rich folk can go by exchange and make out with native girls and shoot wild sheep. That sort of thing.”
Shep stared at them in horror. “That must not be!”
“It is very likely to be,” Sherman said. “The moneyed interests are behind it.”
“Dad, those sheep are telepathic and precognitive.”
Sherman laughed. “Lotsa luck with that one, son.”
Shep realized that this was going to be a hard sell. He had not believed it himself, until repeated experience had satisfied him. Without actual sheep to prove his case, he was unlikely to get far. But shooting the sheep? He had to stop that.
Then it came to him: this was why the sheep had chosen him. So he could return to Earth and argue their case. So they would not be slaughtered. They might not be smart enough to make such a plan, but they had known that he was the one they had to cultivate to prevent later disaster. Now all he had to do was prevent the special interests from passing that law.
He dropped the matter. Maybe Elen, when she arrived here, would be able to help. Maybe they would be able to persuade the lawyer, who would then know what to do. Certainly it was beyond Shep's immediate competence.
He settled back into the family routine, acclimatizing. There was plenty to readjust to without arousing open skepticism about his sanity.
In the morning he dressed well and was ready to meet the lawyer's daughter. Even so, he was taken back. She was a strikingly beautiful and well fleshed with flaring black hair to her waist.
“I am Mona Maverick,” she said, smoothly taking up the slack of his silence. “You must be Shep Shepherd.”
“Yes,” he said. “I was frankly stunned by your appearance. You are not what I expected.”
“You expected a string-bean horse-faced female with her nose stuck in a legal book?”
He had to smile. “Something like that. Come in; you need to meet my family too.”
Shep's parents were as impressed as he was. Mona was alert and gracious, quite comfortable with the situation. “I'm sure we'll get along,” she said. “Or at least, my body will.”
After brief dialogue, Mona faced Shep. “While I realize that the judgment of my suitability as host for your beloved is your decision, I do have a stipulation. I want you to meet my friend Elasa.”
“Elasa? I don't recognize the name.”
“Elasa Thompkins. She is my closest friend. I want her to be my guardian during my absence, to see that my body is properly maintained.”
“I would never abuse--”
“Of course not,” she agreed. “But you and my body will be lovers. Elasa knows something about absent minds, we are very close, and I trust her judgment. You will like her.”
Was she trying to palm him off on her friend? He would not go for that. “Whether I like her is irrelevant.”
“No. She will be seeing my body often, and therefore you as well. There is another aspect we'll clarify soon. The two of you must get along, if this is to work out.”
Better to play along and find out what it entailed. “Yes, I should meet her.”
Mona took him in her car to another address. It was a simple home, and Elasa turned out to be a moderately pretty woman with brown hair, gray eyes, a well filled bosom, and a baby boy. She had been expecting them, and invited them in immediately. “My husband's at work,” she said. “I do have available time. This is my son Bela.” She looked Shep in the eye. “As I understand it, your Colony wife will occupy Mona's body and be your lover here on Earth.”
“Yes.” It seemed that he needed to persuade Elasa that her friend would not be abused. “That is at least the beginning of it.”
“Not the whole of it?”
“It gets complicated.”
“Please,” Elasa said. “We want to know.”
The baby, Bela, stirred. Elasa unselfconsciously opened her shirt and put his face to her left breast. No wonder she was full there; she was nursing!
But Shep had material to cover. He let them have it. “My wife Elen is an elf on Colony Jones. That is, of human stock, but small in stature. She taught me many things, and I now have beliefs that I never had before.”
“Beliefs?”
“There are wild sheep there, not like those of Earth. They protect themselves with knife-like bones that project from their bodies when they are attacked, so are considered dangerous, except that they don't attack people. All they want is to be left alone. So people try to ignore them; that's best. But I learned that they have other abilities, such as telepathy.”
He waited for their looks of disbelief, but they didn't come. “Telepathy is one of those things that seem possible, but have not yet been persuasively demonstrated,” Elasa said. “How do you know this about them?”
“I was with a small flock of ewes for a month. They not only persuaded me and Elen to join them, they recruited a vulture and a python no assist. None of these animals were intelligent in the human sense, but were enabled to cooperate in the journey by the minds of the sheep. For example, when I made a rope bridge to span a chasm, the vulture carried the lead rope across. There's no way an untrained wild bird would have done what without having the notion projected to its limited mind. The sheep evidently got it from my mind and sent it to the vulture's mind. There were similar incidents with the python. Telepathy made these wild creatures compatible.”
Mona was intensely interested. “Sheep like that need to be closely studied.”
“Yes. But there is more. The sheep are precognitive.” He waited again for their open disbelief, but again it did not come. “You are accepting this?”
Elasa moved the baby to her right breast. “Similarly strange things happen.”
“Not on Earth,” Shep said.
“On Earth too,” Elasa said firmly.
“My father did some research, and found indications,” Mona said. “He is interested in unusual things that might have legal complications. That is why he suggested that I become your wife's host.”
“So you could investigate for yourself!” Shep exclaimed.
“That, too. Such a discovery would be a phenomenal breakthrough. What is your evidence for precognition?”
Shep, relieved to have an accepting audience, told them in detail. “But if they start shooting sheep,” he concluded, “there will be no breakthrough. Somehow we have to get this stopped.”
“And we can't wait for my investigation,” Mona agreed. “But we need more substantial evidence than your word. I mean no offense.”
“Elen will endorse everything I have said.”
“I'm sure she will. But would this cause members of Congress, who owe their offices to special interests like those that are pushing for this legislation, to change their minds?”
“I doubt it,” Shep said. “Frankly, I don't know what to do.”
“Father will know,” Mona said.
“That's why we asked for a lawyer. We knew we would need someone competent to handle our interplanetary marriage. Now it seems that need has magnified.”
“Yes. You will meet my father this afternoon,” Mona said. “Now we must get our personal business aligned.”
“Whether you really want to exchange to a woman who is five months pregnant, and birth her baby,” Shep said. “I will understand if you don't.”
“Oh, but I do. My closeness with Elasa has impressed on me the joys of motherhood. This is a way for me to experience them without permanent commitment.” She glanced at Elasa, still nursing. “I am jealous. I want to bear and nurse my baby. But I can't if I am to pursue my career. This is a unique compromise that allows me to have the best of both worlds.”
Shep shook his head. “I am not a woman. I don't face that particular choice.”
“There is more,” Mona said. “Just as Elasa will watch over my body while I am away, we want your wife to watch over Elasa's body, since I will be unable to do it.”
Perplexed, Shep looked at Elasa. “You have a medical condition? I'm sure Elen will help in any way she can. But she will not be familiar with Earth, and she will be taking math courses. She may not have much time.”
“Not exactly,” Elasa said. She handed the baby to Mona, leaving her breasts exposed. “But I am not the way I appear.”
“You appear to me to be a complete woman.”
Mona kissed Bela, who evidently liked her company. “Oh, she is, she is.”
“Observe, please.” Elasa put her fingers to her cleavage, pulling against the inner slops of her breasts. Then the breasts swung outward as though hinged, showing a metallic chamber where her lungs should be.
Shep stared. “You had reconstructive surgery? But your chest is hollow!”
“More than that,” Elasa said. She put her right hand on her left hand, and twisted. The left hand came off, leaving a bloodless stump for a wrist.
“I don't understand,” Shep said. “Were you in a terrible accident, and have prosthetics?”
“Worse,” Mona said. She was holding Bela to face his mother, and he was not at all disturbed. He must have seen this before.
“Worse?” he asked blankly.
Elasa put her left hand back in place and twisted it on. It functioned; she spread her fingers and made a little fist. Then she raised both hands to her head. She took hold of her ears, twisted, and lifted. Her head came off. 
Bela laughed. He must have seen this show before too.
Shep thought he was going to faint. Then at last he caught on. “You're a robot!”
Elasa made the head nod. Then she set it back on her neck and twisted it into place. She took a breath, as she had been unable to speak with her head off. “I am,” she agreed. “A conscious female humanoid robot, or femdroid. My details are subject to change without notice, which can amuse my husband.”
Shep could imagine why. “But—but how could you nurse?”
“My breasts are separate functioning units.” She put her hands on them and closed her chest. Once again she looked like a living and quite sexy woman. She closed up her shirt.
“On rare occasion her awareness vacates,” Mona said. “Then she is no longer a legal person, and her baby and husband reject her. It is a crisis.”
“A crisis,” Shep agreed, awed.
“If it happens while I am away, Elen will have to help. To cover for her, hold her baby, and get her safely isolated. With luck it won't happen, or if it does, won't last long. As with a computer glitch; resetting can often fix it.”
“The reset switch is under my chin,” Elasa said. “But this is a private matter best attended to by a friend.”
Shep was bemused. “Are you sure you want to be away?” he asked Mona.
“Oh, yes. The risk to Elasa is small, and I must take this opportunity. But we felt it was necessary for you to know, and for your wife to know, just in case.”
“Just in case,” Shep agreed weakly. He had thought the sheep were strange?
“Now on to another detail,” Mona said. “As you see, Bela accepts me. I am his godmother; indeed, I am his genetic mother. But when I go he will know, and be concerned. Elen will have to make his acquaintance directly. He is shy around strangers, but friendly enough once he knows them.”
Shep worked it out. “So that if Elasa should, well, glitch, and Bela rejects her, Elen will be able to take him without a problem. Because he will know her, apart from the body she is in.”
“Yes,” Elasa said. “It is a small safety net.”
“Meanwhile I will be having the experience of birthing, nursing, and nurturing my body's baby,” Mona said. “Just as Elen will have the experience of sharing her body's baby. Parallel experiences, essential to both of us, and to the babies.”
“I appreciate that,” Shep said.
“You need to get to know Bela too,” Mona said. “Take him.” She held the baby out.
“But I know nothing about--” He broke off. Obviously he would have to learn, both here on Earth and on the Colony planet when he returned there with Elen. He took the baby.
Bela wriggled uncomfortably. “You're holding him wrong,” Mona said quickly. “Don't let him dangle. Put a hand under his bottom.” She guided his hand.
Now that he was comfortable, Bela was satisfied to remain. He must have been passed to a number of other people on occasion; many folk liked to hold a baby.
But in a moment Bela became restless. Elasa reached out and took him back. “That's all right; he doesn't know you yet, but he didn't reject you.”
“You and Elen will really enjoy changing diapers,” Mona said mischievously.
Elasa looked surprised. “I just received a message: there was a cancellation, and they are moving up your transfer, Mona. The tech will be here within the hour.”
Shep realized that because Elasa was a machine, she had integral communication circuits. She could answer the phone without moving or talking.
“But I haven't yet introduced Shep to my father,” Mona protested.
Elasa smiled. “So are you going to tell them no, you changed your mind?”
“No way! But you'll have to introduce Shep to my father.”
“I will do that,” Elasa agreed. “Do you want to hold Bela when you exchange?”
“So he can tune in on it? Maybe that's best.”
The tech arrived with the equipment. Mona took her seat, holding the baby. Shep watched somewhat nervously. Would Mona really transform into Elen?
“Ten, nine,” the tech counted. “...three, two, one, time.”
Bela's expression changed. Startled he looked at Mona's face.
“Oh, a baby!” she exclaimed, and kissed him.
“He didn't fuss,” Elasa murmured. “That's a good sign.”
“Elen?” Shep asked. “I'm Shep.”
“Shep!” she said, looking up. Then down at the baby. “But who--?”
“Mine,” Elasa said, taking Bela. “I am Elasa, Mona's friend. Mona is your host; she is now in your body on Colony Jones.”
“Yes, of course,” Elen said, standing. “Is this really Earth?”
“It really is,” Shep said, taking her in his arms.
“Oh, I'm so relieved! I know it's routine, but I feared—never mind.” She put her face to his and kissed him ardently. It was Elen, all right.
They led her to a mirror so she could see her new body. She gazed at it, amazed. “I'm so big, all around! At least I kept my hair.”
“We have a whole lot of explaining to do,” Shep said.
“Right now? I had hoped...” She trailed off, looking at him.
“Use my bedroom,” Elasa said. “The rest can wait that long.”
“Oh, to freshen up?” Shep said. “I'll wait.”
“Get in there, idiot,” Elasa said, shoving him after Elen.
Oh. In moments they were naked on the bed, making wild love. Her vagina gripped his member, grasping it in the way Elen's had. If he had had any lingering doubt about her identity, that erased it. She was doing the holddown on him.
Then they lay beside each other, holding hands. “I missed you so much,” Elen said.
“And I missed you,” he said, realizing that it was true. He had been too busy to think about it, and it had been only a day, but his enormous relief at being back with her, in whatever body, confirmed it.
Then they cleaned up, dressed, and rejoined Elasa. 
“Congratulations on your bonding,” Elasa said. “Now you both know it's real.”
“I hardly know you, but I like you already,” Elen said. “You understand.”
“Elasa is a most unusual woman,” Shep said. Then they set about telling her. And showing her.
“Earth has its wonders,” Elen agreed, impressed.



Chapter 9:
Prophecy
Elasa took them to the hotel where the lawyer, Moncho Maverick, was staying. He was an impressive man in his 40s with a penetrating gaze and assured manner. Elasa kissed him at the outset. He was the one who had won her suit for legal personhood, and it seemed they remained close. “Shep Shepherd, and Elen Elf,” she said. “Or Mr. and Mrs. Shepherd.”
“That's amazing,” Moncho said, smiling. “She could pass for my daughter if she tried.”
“Elen is nice too,” Elasa said. “Mona was sorry not to be able to introduce you to Shep, but they moved up the schedule and she had to go immediately.”
“And now she's five months pregnant,” he said, laughing. “Farther than she went before.”
“Before?” Elen asked.
“Mona was the donor of the egg from which Bela formed,” Elasa explained. “The embryo was transplanted to me so I could have most of the pregnancy and birth the baby, but I could not conceive him. I have no genes of my own to offer.”
Shep digested that. No wonder the two women were so close. That was actually Mona's baby.
“This body I'm in made Bela,” Elen said, getting it straight.
“With my husband,” Elasa agreed.
“Artificial insemination?” Shep asked.
“No.”
He decided not to question that matter further.
Then they got serious. “You want to save the sheep,” Moncho said.
“Yes. They must be protected.”
“You say they are telepathic and precognitive.”
“Yes.”
“We need persuasive evidence. We don't have it.”
“If they went to Jones and looked at the sheep, even for a day, they would know,” Elen said. “All of us know.”
“My dear, the special interests don't want to know. Knowing would cost them money, and that is a sin. They will not go to Jones to garner evidence against their greed. We need a case right here on Earth that will blow away a skeptic.”
Shep and Elen exchanged a look. They knew they had nothing.
“You have a notion, Moncho,” Elasa said wisely.
“You are getting to read me too well, fembot,” he agreed fondly. Their relationship seemed much like father/daughter. “Just as Mona does. Yes, there may be a way. It's a wild gamble, but what have we to lose? If we don't act within days, the case is lost by default.”
Shep exchanged another glance with Elen. Neither of them had any idea.
“Think carefully,” Moncho said to them persuasively. “If the sheep sent you here because they procogged your ability to save them from slaughter, they surely provided you with the means to accomplish your mission. We merely have to fathom that means.”
“They aren't smart,” Elen protested. “They don't reason the way we do.”
“Smartness is not the issue. They simply know what path to take to get where they are going. It is for us, not them, to figure out the details.”
The details. Such as making a persuasive case to the Earth authorities who did not want to hear it. But Moncho was surely correct. The sheep had in effect given the order; now they had to carry it out.
They reviewed their experience with the sheep without finding anything relevant. Then Shep got a notion. “Those dreams we had. They were of Earth.”
“They were wild fantasies,” Elen said.
“What was the context?” Moncho asked.
“We slept, and dreamed,” Shep said. “When we woke we discovered that the sheep had come to sleep near us. Then they moved away again.”
“That may be it. If they are telepathic, it is surely more effective at close range.”
“But the dreams were of Earth,” Elen protested. “The sheep know nothing of Earth.”
“Telepathy, again,” Moncho said. “They projected a thought into your minds, and you translated it into the dreams of Earth.”
“The precognition!” Elasa said. “They gave you telepathic precognition!”
Moncho shook his head. “That's so far-fetched it just may be the truth. We don't know the limits of the powers of the sheep. If they gave you precognition, your minds would have shaped it into familiar substance. Exactly what were these dreams?”
“Mine was of a volcano erupting in the Everglades,” Shep said.
“Mine was of the discovery of an air-breathing cave squid,” Elen said.
“Ludicrous,” Moncho said. “But sometimes the unbelievable is true. Was there anything else?”
“A date,” Shep said. “The same for each one.” And paused, surprised. “That date is close to now!”
“Verification,” Moncho said. “Your precognitive visions can be disproved simply by waiting on the date.”
“That's bad,” Shep said.
“No, that's perfect. We will publicize your predictions. If they are disproved, we have lost nothing we won't lose anyway by doing nothing. If they are proved, we win. It's so simple even a sheep could see it.”
They looked at him. “You're taking it seriously?” Shep asked.
“Yes. This is a phenomenally important case. Verifiable precognition would be the discovery of the century. If the sheep are as you say, they must be protected so they can be studied. So we will shoot for the moon, or in this case, the planet. The two of you are about to go dramatically globally public.”
“I have seen that happen,” Elasa said.
“Yes you have, metal maiden.” Moncho focused Shep and Elen. “Now we have work to do. I will pull a few strings and get you a spot to testify before the key congressional committee the day before the prophecies are due. You will rehearse your stories, not to falsify them but to make them as clear and effective as is feasible.” He rubbed his hands together. “We are going to make global headlines.”
“Again,” Elasa said.
Moncho eyed her. “You have a problem with that, boltbucket?”
“None at all, meatman.”
Shep squeezed Elen's hand. These two were fun!
They left Moncho's temporary office and went to see about semester courses. Shep had to do a detailed report on his exchange experience, and Elen had to sign up for the advanced math classes she so desired. They also made sure they were registered as man and wife here on Earth. They were, as far as they knew, the first interplanetary couple, and the law was vague on their exact status. As long as neither Earth family, his and Mona's, challenged it, they were okay.
Elasa arranged to audit the same classes Elen took, so the two could keep company most of the time. Shep understood the reasons, but apart from that he found it increasingly convenient. Elasa was conversant with all manner of feminine concerns that Shep knew little about, and was fine support for the visitor. Elen also got to hold Bela more often, and she did learn how to change his diaper. She reveled in the experience, anticipating her own baby on Colony Jones. Meanwhile she absolutely adored the math classes, and there were indications that she was a top student. She did have the mind for it. It was clear that the two women were rapidly becoming close friends, perhaps in part because one was a consciousness in a machine, the other a consciousness in a foreign body; they had unique aspects in common.
Then they were due for the Congressional Committee Hearing. The Committee, as Moncho explained, was something of an ad hoc group consisting of some congressmen, some senators, and some representatives for those other nations involved in the interplanetary colonization initiative. All were deeply in hock to the special moneyed interests who were their true masters, whatever other impression they might try to make for the voters. But however makeshift it might seem, their word was quietly law.
“Understand,” Moncho briefed them in advance. “This is a charade. They will listen to you, seem to be interested, perhaps promise further consideration, but you might as well be singing in the toilet for all the legal effect your words will have. Except for the publicity. You will be a global laughing stock for one day. Then, if the sheep's prophecy is true, everything will change.”
“And if it isn't true,” Shep said glumly, “the sheep are dead.”
“It is their scene to make,” Moncho agreed. “Meanwhile we must do our part to attract an audience.” He glanced at Elen. “You, my dear, must wear a supposedly accidentally revealing outfit that will make the male eye linger, and therefore the cameras. Elasa will help you select it from my daughter's closet. You must smile whenever Shep catches your eye.”
“I will do that,” Elen agreed.
Shep and Elen made desperate love the night before the hearing, fearing the worst. They believed in the sheep, but these prophecies were so far out that even the two of them could not really believe them. A squid unknown to science? A volcano in the swamp of Florida? Shep was no biologist or geologist, but he knew that these things were so unlikely as to be virtually impossible. Yet what else did they have?
Then they were at the hearing. Moncho and Elasa sat behind them, silent support, with Bela asleep in Elasa's arms, but they would not be participating unless a Committee member addressed one of them specifically. Video cameras were recording the proceedings. Probably not too many people were tuning in, but the news was readily available for those interested.
There were several other routine matters. Then it was their turn. “Our next witnesses represent Colony Planet Jones,” the Committee chairman said. “The exchange student Amber Shepherd, who has returned from a semester there, and his wife Elen Elf, now in exchange from there, taking math courses here. They wish to make their case for the protection of the Colony sheep. That is, against the pending legislation promoting the reclassification of that planet as a tourist hunting enclave.”
The other Committee members had been casually indifferent to the prior business, but they abruptly focused. They would not let that legislation get sidetracked. The hostility did not show on their faces, but it was as though the oxygen in the room had been depleted. 
“Mr. Shepherd,” the chairman said, “Please state your case. You will have five minutes before we question your details.”
Shep was ready. “When I exchanged to Colony Planet Jones, I was approached by a native sheep,” he said. “It seemed that the sheep had a difficult journey to make, and they wanted me to shepherd them, though I know nothing about sheep. But it seems that the sheep can be dangerous, and it was best to honor their preference. So I became their shepherd, along with other creatures they recruited: a vulture, a python, and an elf girl.” He paused briefly. “I should clarify that the elves are of human stock, merely a bit smaller than normal people. The two races can interbreed. Indeed, I married her, and she will bear my baby on Jones. She is with me here, in transfer.” He indicated Elen, who smiled fetchingly. “The sheep evidently knew what they were doing, because each member of the party had a key role to play, somewhere along the way. But what concerns me is the prophetical vision the sheep gave me. It is this: tomorrow a volcano will erupt in the Everglades.”
There was a burst of laughter. Shep waited for it to fade, then continued. “This is why the sheep need to be protected, not hunted: true precognition would be invaluable, and we need to study them to ascertain how they do it. They must not be hunted.”
The cameras had feedback indicators showing the size of the video audience. Suddenly it was rapidly growing. Something newsworthy was occurring.
“Moncho Maverick,” the chairman said. “I recognize you; you have been in the news often enough. Is this one of your publicity stunts?”
“Of course,” Moncho agreed.
The chairman glanced at the camera indicator. He liked publicity as well as anyone did. Then he glanced at Elasa. “And is the woman beside you the android?”
“The bucket of bolts,” Elasa agreed. She took off one hand and waved it at the invisible audience. Then she put it back on and bared a breast for Bela to drink from. “I am here to support my friend Elen.”
The audience was expanding exponentially. Much of the world remembered the metal maiden. Much of it also appreciated the view of a bare breast, however legitimate.
“Then perhaps it is time for her to talk,” the chairman said. “Elen Elf, enlighten us about the sheep.”
“Gladly,” Elen said, learning earnestly forward, so that more of Mona's fine cleavage showed for the cameras. “I, too, had a vision, a prophecy. It is this: tomorrow an air-breathing cave squid will be discovered.”
There was another burst of laughter. The committee members were enjoying this for more than one reason.
“A vision sent by the sheep,” the chairman said, hardly concealing his scorn.
“I think so. I know too little of Earth to be able to generate such a vision.” Elen inhaled, and the audience grew at an even faster rate. This show had everything.
“To make the news tomorrow?”
“Yes.”
The chairman evidently decided that the joke had gone on far enough. “Thank you for your time, Mr. and Mrs Shepherd. I believe we had heard sufficient testimony. We will take this matter under advisement.”
They had been dismissed. They got up and departed along with Moncho and Elasa. “Excellent,” Moncho murmured.
“Until tomorrow,” Shep said. “When it either explodes or falls apart.”
The moment they left the building, the newsies descended on them. News cameras peered into Elen's decolletage as questions came at them.
“Allow me,” Moncho said. “My client is unfamiliar with the mannerisms of Earth. Elen, I believe these nice folk would like to hear more of your life on Colony Planet Jones.”
Elen talked, breathing rapidly, and the cameras tracked her every word and breath. She described the planet and its fauna, especially the precognitive sheep. The tabloids would soon be overflowing.
At last Moncho and Elasa departed, and Shep and Elen made it back to Shep's home, where they collapsed into easy chairs. “That was fun!” Elen said.
“You made quite an impression,” Sherman Shepherd said.
“Perhaps you are not accustomed to a body like your host's,” Zandra said delicately.
“Mine is less pronounced,” Elen agreed, as if still innocent of her public exposure.
But beneath the excitement was the chilling fear that the morrow would expose them as charlatans. Shep wondered whether it was really worth it.
They slept embraced. The difference in their bodies no longer seemed to matter. What counted was their mission and their love.
The day came. Each passing hour made them more nervous.
The news media didn't help. “Too bad Moncho Maverick, once a highly respected high-power lawyer, has chosen to throw away his credibility on this fantasy. He must be feeling pretty sheepish now.” “Brace yourselves; this is a ba-a-a-ad day. The everglades are going to erupt. We have this on the ultimate authority: Colony sheep.” “And that sexy exchange student, Elen with the missing L, is going for her sheepskin in math. Maybe she is calculating on something we aren't.”
This was cruel. Shep turned it off; he could see that Elen was hurting. She had spoken so feelingly of the sheep, only to be ridiculed.
“Trust the sheep,” she said bravely.
“I do. But I fear their range may not extend to another planet.”
Elasa came over with her baby to lend moral support. “I know the media can be savagely cruel. But they can also help significantly. There was one cartoonist who truly made my case, when I thought my suit for personhood was lost. I'm glad that he has not participated in the bloodletting.”
“Thank you,” Elen said, hugging her around the baby. Shep could see that the two were now solid friends, as Elasa and Mona had been.
They tried the news again, unable to stay away lest they miss the key announcement. It remained awful, with actors dressed like sheep and subtitles. “How did the Shepherd propose to his lady love? ‘I love ewe, lambie-pie. Please let me ram my crook into your fold.’”
“The background music is Sheep May Safely Graze,” Elasa said.
Then there was a picture from the archives of Elasa and Mona, both standing nude, with new dialogue attached: “In real life I'm really a machine.” “That's nothing. I'm really a pregnant ewe.”
Shep turned it off again.
Then, about mid morning, it came. “Turn on the news!” Zandra called excitedly. Shep hurried to comply.
“Scientist have discovered a new species of freshwater squid,” the newscaster said. “It is small, but is remarkable in that it is able to breathe air.” He took a breath. “It seems the skeptics are being confounded. A prophecy is coming true.”
Shep and Elen found themselves in each other's arms. It was happening!
Moncho called. “Get over to my office,” he said. “We are in sudden demand by the Committee.” He chuckled. “They are concluding that there is more money to be made in prophecy than in hunting sheep.”
By the time they got there, meeting Elasa on the way, the second prophecy came true: a small volcanic vent opened in the Everglades. It was not impressive as such things went, except for its location, and the fact that it had been predicted by the sheep. Scientists were astonished; they had never known of this geological aspect. News-folk were ruefully apologetic. They had laughed all morning, and now had to eat their words. One was even eating a cake in the shape of a laughing sheep.
“There's my cartoonist,” Elasa said. In the foreground was a stand-up comedian in tropical clothes beside a palm tree. “This Vulture, a Python, and a lovely nude Elf girl walk into a bar...” In the background was an erupting volcano, about to blast him away.
“I like your cartoonist,” Elen said, laughing.
The sheep had proven themselves, and would be saved. Shep did not care to admit how surprised and gratified he was. Officially, he had always known.
By the end of the day, not only had the Committee declared Planet Jones to be a protected refuge, banned for hunting, it had appointed Shep as administrator of that protectorate; colony governance was after all his major. He would approve or disapprove all scientific investigations. He knew he should be able to handle any legal complications, with Moncho's advice. This also meant that he now had the rank to guarantee Elen's continued visits to Earth, so she could remain with him and complete her math major. He knew that his new position would be a considerable challenge, but he also knew that the sheep would help him handle it.
Meanwhile Shep and Elen had become instant celebrities. But all they really cared about was the fact that the sheep had proven themselves. In the process, they had given the two of them love and an illustrious future life together.
It paid to trust the sheep.



Author’s Note:
This is a sort of sequel to my prior novella, To Be A Woman. I thought of it just after I finished writing Woman, in January 20122 and it quickly blossomed into its own novella written in February 2012. Ideas are like that; some founder unborn, some remain minor, some become stories, and some whole series of novels. I have a massive file containing summaries of my notions, and I draw on those notions at need, or when they simply will not be denied. This one started with the sheep who could stab an attacker to death without moving.
Actually, I am more of a goat person than a sheep person. I was raised on a goat farm, and later had two goats of my own. Goats seem smarter and more individual, being ever curious about things. Sheep in contrast simply fall into line. The word “capricious” derives from an ancient word for goat. Goats speak by saying a friendly maaaa while sheep utter a stupid baaaa. So you can see I have my prejudice. But there is a different kind of sheep, called the Jacob Sheep, which seems goat-like and has four horns. My daughter kept some of those for a while, in part because my legal surname is Jacob, as was hers. Maybe that memory influenced my subconscious, encouraging me to come up with another different kind of sheep. So you won't hear me badmouthing sheep; they have their points too, even those without telepathy or precognition.
I say “sort of sequel” because this started out as an independent novella, but when I needed an Earth planet host for Elen, Mona volunteered. So she and Elasa and Moncho stepped into this story and really helped out, displacing the Jacob Sheep farm girl I originally had in mind. Will there be other sequels? I doubt it, though there may be other novellas. I find I rather like this intermediate length, long enough to fashion a good story, short enough to write in a month. Still, I find myself wondering what Mona will find, there in the body of a pregnant woman, accompanied by a vulture and a python. Why are those two animals still there, if not to keep an eye on things? Does that mean that the sheep aren't finished here? Will she pin down precognition and set up the story of the century? If so, it probably deserves its own novella. So we'll see.
This novella, like the prior one, does have its thoughtful aspects. If it is controversial to have a conscious robot marry a living man, how about interplanetary marriage, where one partner must always be in a body not his or her own? Can love exist in such manner? Would the law recognize such a union? What about children: whose are they, the genetic parent's or the love parent's? I assume in the novella that such things can be worked out, but it might be more complicated in reality. There is also the lighter side, such as the snarky media humorists portrayed here, and their come-uppance. I remember when there was a cartoon series Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles, about man-sized turtles doing heroic deeds. In real life at that time fishing boats were killing rare turtles by illegal net fishing that trapped turtles as well as fish. Then a political cartoon showed the Ninja Turtles quietly boarding a fishing boat...
For this novella, also, my thanks to Rudy Reyes, who proofread it. I carefully edit all my fiction, but always miss some things, maybe because I tend to see what should be there rather than what is there. It takes an independent reader to catch that kind of error.
Readers interested in my works are welcome to visit my website www.hipiers.com or blogspot at http://piersanthonyblog.blogspot.com. Currently I do a monthly column about anything that interests me, and a story told entirely in tweets. I don't claim that my life is exciting; my wife and I are old and tend to stay at home when not in some doctor's office. We did, however, trade in our 2005 Prius car for a 2012 Prius V during the writing of this novella. Maybe that can pass for excitement.
-Piers Anthony, April 2012.
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