Skin Deep
by Krigine Kathryn Rusch
"More pancakes, Colin?"

Cullaene looked down at his empty plate so that he wouldn't have to meet Mrs. Fidlding'seyes. The use
of hisalias bothered him more than usud that morning.

"Thank you, no, malam. | aready ate so much | could bursgt. If | take another bite, Jared would haveto
carry meout to thefidds™"

Mrs. Fielding shot aglance at her husband. Jared was using the last of his pancake to sop up the syrup
on hisplate.

"On amorning as cold asthis, you should eat more,” she said as she scooped up Cullaene's plate and set
itinthe gerilizer. Y ou could use alittle fat to kegp you warm.”

Cullaene ran his hand over the stubble covering his scalp. Not taking thirds was amistake, but to take
some now would compound it. He would have to watch himsdlf for the rest of the day.

Jared dipped the dripping bit of pancake into his mouth. He grinned and shrugged as he inclined his head
toward hiswife's back. Cullaene understood the gesture. Jared had used it severd times during the week
Cullaene worked for them. The farmer knew that hiswife seemed pushy, but he was convinced that she
meant well.

"More coffee, then?' Mrs. Fidding asked. She stared at him asif she were waiting for another mistake.

"Please." Cullaene handed her his cup. He hated the foreign liquid that colonistsdrank in galons. It
burned the back of histhroat and churned restlesdy in his somach. But he didn't dare say no.

Mrs. Fielding poured his coffee, and Cullaene took atentative Sip as Lucy entered the kitchen. The girl
kept tugging her loose swesater over her skirt. She dipped into her place at the table and rubbed her eyes
with the hed of her hand.

"Yourerunning late, littlemiss" her father said gently.

Lucy nodded. She pushed her plate out of her way and rested both elbows on the table. "I don't think
I'm going today, Dad.”

"Going?' Mrs. Fieding exclaimed. "Of course, you'll go. Y ou've had a perfect attendance record for
three years, Luce. It'sno timeto break it now -- "

"Let her be, Else" Jared said. "Can't you see she doesn't fed well?

Thegirl's skin waswhite, and her hands were trembling. Cullaene frowned. She made him nervousthis
morning. If he hadn't known her parentage, he would have thought she was going to have her first
Change. But the colonists had hundreds of diseases with symptoms like hers. And she was old enough to
begin puberty. Perhaps she was about to begin her first menstrua period.

Apparently, Mrs. Fielding was having the same thoughts, for she placed her hand on her daughter's
forehead. "Well, you don't have afever," she said. Then her eyes met Cullaene's. "Why don't you men
get busy? Y ou have alot to do today."

Cullaene did his chair back, happy to leave hisfull cup of coffee Stting on the table. He pulled on the



thick jacket that he had dung over the back of hischair and let himsalf out the back door.
Jared joined him on the porch. "Think we can finish plowing under?!

Cullaene nodded. The grest, hulking machine sat in the half-turned field like adegping mongter. In afew
minutes, Cullaene would climb into the cab and fed the strange gears shiver under hisfingers. Jared had

said that the machine was old and delicate, but it had to last at |east three more years -- colonist's years

-- or they would have to do the seeding by hand. There was no industry on the planet yet. The only way
to replace broken equipment was to send to Earth for it, and that took time.

Just as Cullaene turned toward the field, atruck floated onto the landing. He began to walk, asif the
arriva of othersdidn't concern him, but he knew they were coming to see him. The Fieldings seldom had
vigtors

"Colin!" Jared was calling him. Cullaene stopped, trying not to panic. He had been incautious thistime.
Things had happened too fast. He wondered what the colonists would do. Would they imprison him, or
would they hurt him?Would they give him achanceto explain the Stuation and then let him go?

Three colonigts, two maes and afemae, were standing outside the truck. Jared was trying to get themto
go toward the house.

"I'll meet you inside," Cullaene shouted back. For amoment he toyed with running. He stared out over
the broad expanse of newly cultivated land, toward the forest and rising hills beyond it. Somewherein
there he might find an enclave of his own people, agroup of Abandoned Oneswho hadn't assmilated,
but the chances of that were smal. His people had aways survived by adaptation. The groups of
Abandoned Ones had grown smaller every year.

He rubbed his hands together. His skin wastoo dry. If only he could pull off this self-imposed restraint
for an hour, hewould lie down in the field and encase himsdlf in mud. Then his skin would emerge as soft
and pure asthe fur on Jared's cats. But he needed his restraint now more than ever. He pulled his jacket
tighter and let himsdlf into the kitchen once more.

He could hear the voices of Lucy and her mother risein a hested discussion from upstairs. Jared hed
pressed the recycle switch on the old coffee maker, and it was screeching in protest. The three visitors
were seated around the table, the woman in Cullaene's seat, and al of them turned as he entered the
room.

He nodded and sat by the serilizer. The heat made his back tingle, and the unusua angle made him fedl
like astranger in the kitchen where he had supped for over aweek. The visitors stared at him with the
same cold look he had seen on the faces of the townspeople.

"ThisisCalin," Jared said. "Heworksfor me."

Cullaene nodded again. Jared didn't introduce the visitors, and Cullaene wondered if it was an intentional
oversght.

"Wewould like to ask you afew questions about yourself,” the woman said. She leaned forward as she
spoke, and Cullaene noted that her eyeswere avivid blue.

"May | ask why?'
Jared's hand shook as he poured the coffee. "Colin, it's customary around here -- "

"No," thewoman interrupted. "It is not cusomary. We're talking with al the strangers. Surely your hired



man has heard of the murder."

Cullaene started. He took the coffee cup Jared offered him, relieved that his own hand did not shake.
"No, | hadn't heard."

"We don't talk about such thingsin this house, Marlene," Jared said to the woman.

Coffee cupsrattled in the Slence as Jared finished serving everyone. The older man, leaning against the
wall behind the table, waited until Jared was through before he spoke.

"It'sour firg killingin _this_colony, and it'saghastly one. Out near the ridge, we found the skin of aman
floating intheriver. At first, we thought it was abody because the water filled the skin likeit would fill a
sack. Mogt of the hair wasin place, hair so black that when it dried its highlights were blue. We couldn't
find any clothes-- "

" -- or bonesfor that matter," the other man added.

"That'sright," the spokesman continued. "He had been gutted. We scoured the areafor the rest of him,
and up on the ridge we found blood."

"A great ded of it," Marlenesad. "Asif they had skinned him while hewas ill dive.”

Cullaene had to wrap his fingers around the hot cup to keep them warm. He hadn't been careful enough.
Things had happened so swiftly that he hadn't had a chance to go deeper into the woods. He felt the fear
that had been quivering in the bottom of his stomach settle around his heart.

"And s0 you're questioning al of the strangers hereto seeif they could have doneit.” He spoke asif he
were more curious than frightened.

Marlene nodded. She ran along hand across her hairline to catch any loose strands.
"I didn't kill anyone," Cullaene said. "I'll answer anything you ask."

They asked him careful, probing questions about hislife before he had entered their colony, and he
answered with equa care, being astruthful as he possibly could. He told them that the first colony he had
been with landed on ground unsuitable for farming. The coloniststried hunting and even gpplied for a
mining permit, but nothing worked. Eventually, most returned to Earth. He remained, traveing from family
to family, working odd jobs while hetried to find a place to settle. As he spoke, he mentioned occasional
details about himsalf, hoping that the sparse persona comments would prevent deeper probing. Hetold
them about the Johansens whose daughter he had nearly married, the Casselswho taught him how to
cultivate land, and the Slingers who nursed him back to hedlth after aparticularly debilitating illness.
Cullaenetold them every place he had ever been except the one place they weretruly interested in -- the
woods that bordered the Fiddings farm.

He spoke in agentle tone that Earthlings respected. And he watched Jared's face because he knew that
Jared, of any of them, would be the one to redize that Cullaene was not and never had been a colonist.
Jared had lived on the planet for fifteen years. Once he had told Cullaene proudly that Lucy, though an
orphan, was the fast member of this colony born on the planet.

Thetrust in Jared's eyes never wavered. Cullaene relaxed dightly. If Jared didn't recognize him, no one
would.

"They say that thisisthe way the natives commit murder,” Marlene said when Cullaene finished. "Weve
heard tales from other colonies of bodies -- both human and Riiame -- being found like this."



Cullaene redlized that she was still questioning him. 1 never heard of thiskind of murder before.”

She nodded. Asif by an unseen cue, all three of them stood. Jared stood with them. Do you think
Riiame could bein the area?' he asked.

"It'svery likdy," Marlene said. "Since you live o close to the woods, you should probably take extra
precautions.”

"Yes" Jared glanced over a hiswell-stocked gun cabinet. "I planto.”

The men nodded their approval and started out the door. Marlene turned to Cullaene. "Thank you for
your cooperation,” shesaid. "WEell let you know if we have any further questions.”

Cullaene stood to accompany them out, but Jared held him back. "Finish your coffee. We have plenty of
timeto get to thefiddslater.”

After they went out the door, Cullaene took his coffee and moved to his own seat. Lucy and her mother
were still arguing upstairs. He took the opportunity to indulge himself in aquick scratch of hishandsand
arms. The heat had made the drynessworse.

Hewondered if he had been convincing. The threelooked asif they had aready decided what
happened. A murder. He shook his head.

A door dammed updtairs, and the argument grew progressively louder. Cullaene glanced out the window
over the Sterilizer. Jared was till talking with the three visitors. Cullaene hoped they'd leave soon. Then
maybe hed talk to Jared, explain as best he could why he could no longer stay.

"Where are you going?' Mrs. Fielding shouted. Panic touched the edge of her voice.

"Away from you!" Lucy sounded on the verge of tears. Cullaene could hear her stamp her way down the
dairs. Suddenly, the footsteps stopped. "No! Y ou stay away from me! | need time to think!™

"Y ou can't havetimeto think! Weve got to find out what'swrong.”
"Nothing'swrong!"
"Lu(:y _— n

"Y ou take another step and | swear I'll leave!™ Lucy backed her way into the kitchen, dammed the door,
and leaned on it. Then she noticed Cullaene, and all the fight |eft her face.

"How long have you been here?' she whispered.

He poured his now-cold coffeeinto the recycler that they had set aside for him. "I won't say anything to
your father, if that's what you're worried about. | don't even know why you were fighting.”

There was no room left in the Sterilizer, so he set the cup next to thetiny boiler that purified the ground
water. Lucy did achair back, and it creaked as she sat init. Cullaene took another glance out the
window. Jared and his visitors seemed to be arguing.

What would he do if they decided he was guilty? He couldn't disappear. They had a description of him
that they would send to other colonies. He could search for the Abandoned Ones, but even if he found
them, they might not take himin. He had lived with the colonigs dl hislife. He looked human, and
sometimes, he even felt human.



Something crashed behind him. Cullaene turned in time to see Lucy stumble over her chair as she backed
away from the overturned coffee maker. Coffee ran down the wall, and the Sterilizer hissed. He hurried
to her sde, moved the chair, and got her to asafer corner of the kitchen.

"Areyoudl right?" he asked.
She nodded. A tear dipped out of the corner of her eye. "I didn't grab it tight, | guess.”

"Why don't you sit down. I'll cleanit up -- " Cullaene stopped as Lucy's tear landed on the back of his
hand. The drop was heavy and lined with red. He watched it leave apink trail asit rolled off his skin onto
thefloor. Slowly, helooked up into her frightened eyes. More blood-filled tears threatened. He wiped
onefrom her eyelashes and rolled it around between hisfingertips.

Suddenly, shetried to pull away from him, and he tightened his grip on her arm. He did back the deeve
of her swester. Theflesh hung in folds around her elbow and wrist. He touched her wrigt lightly and
noted that the sweat from her poreswas also rimmed in blood.

"How long?" he whispered. "How |ong has this been happening to you?'

The tears began to flow easily now. It looked asif she were bleeding from her eyes. Y eterday
morming.”

He shook his head. "It had to start sooner than that. Y ou would haveitched badly. Like arash.”
"A week ago."

Helet her go. Poor girl. A week aone without anyonetelling her anything. She would hurt by now. The
pain and the weakness would be nearly intolerable.

"What isit?' Her voice wasfilled with fear.

Cullaene stared at her, then, asthe full horror finally reached him. He had been prepared from birth for
the Change, but Lucy thought she was human. And suddenly he looked out the window again at Jared.
Jared, who had found the orphaned girl without even trying to discover anything about the type of life
form heraised. Jared, who must have assumed that because the child looked human, she was human.

She was rubbing her wrist. The skin was dready so loose that the pressure of hishand hadn't left amark
onit.

"It'snormd,” hesad. "It'sthe Change. Thefirg time -- thefirst time can be painful, but | can help you
through it."

Theinstant he said the words, he regretted them. If he hel ped her, he'd have to stay. He was about to
contradict himsaf when the kitchen door clicked shut.

Mrs. Fidding looked at the spilled coffee, then at the humped skin on Lucy'sarm. The older woman
seemed frightened and vulnerable. She held out her hand to her daughter, but Lucy didn't move. "She's
sck," Mrs. Fielding said.

"Sick?" Cullaene permitted himsdf asmall ironic smile. These people didn't redlize what they had doneto
Lucy. "How do you know?Y ou've never experienced anything like this before, have you?'

Mrs. Fidding wasflushed. "Have you?'

"Of course, | have. It's perfectly normal development in an adult Riiame."



"And you'd be ableto help her?’

The hope in her voice mitigated some of hisanger. He could probably trust Mrs. Fielding to keep his
secret. She had no one eseto turn to right now. "I was able to help mysdf.”

"You're Riiame?' she whispered. Suddenly, the color drained from her face. "Oh, my God."

Cullaene could fed achill run through him. Hed made the wrong choice. Before he was able to stop her,
she had pulled the porch door open. "Jared!" she called. "Get in hereright away! Colin -- Colin sayshe's
aRiiame"

Cullaene froze. She couldn't be saying that. Not now. Not when her daughter was about to go through
one of lifésmost painful experiences unprepared. Lucy needed him right now. Her mother couldn't help
her, and neither could the other colonigts. If they tried to stop the bleeding, it would kill her.

He had made his decision. He grabbed L ucy and siwung her horizontaly across his back, locking her
body in position with hisarms. She was kicking and pounding on hisside. Mrs. Fidlding started to
scream. Cullaenelet go of Lucy'slegsfor amoment, grabbed the doorknob, and let himsdlf out into the
hallway. Lucy had her feet braced againgt the floor, forcing him to drag her. He continued to move swiftly
toward the front door. When he reached it, he yanked it open and ran into the cold morning air.

Lucy had dmost worked hersdlf free. He shifted her dightly againgt his back and managed to capture her
knees again. The skin had broken where he touched her. She would leave atrail of blood.

The girl was s0 frightened that she wasn't even screaming. She hit him in the soft flesh of hisside, then
leaned over and bit him. The pain amost made him drop her. Suddenly, he spun around and tightened his
grip on her.

"I'mtrying to hdpyou," hesaid. "Now stop it!"

She stopped struggling and rested limply in hisarms. Cullaene found himsdf hating the Fiddings. Didn't
they know there would be questions? Perhaps they could explain the Change as a disease, but what
would happen when her friends began to shrivel with age and she remained as young and lovely as she
was now? Who would explain that to her?

He ran on aweaving path through the trees. If Jared was thinking, he would know where Cullaene was

taking Lucy. But al Cullaene needed wastime. Lucy was so near the Change now that it wouldn't take

too long to help her through it. But if the otherstried to stop it, no matter how good their intentions, they
couldkill or disfigurethegirl.

Cullaene was sobbing air into hislungs. His chest burned. He hadn't run like thisin along time, and
Lucy's extraweight was making the movements more difficult. Asif the girl could read histhoughts, she
began struggling again. She bent her knees and jammed them as hard as she could into hiskidneys. He
amogt tripped, but managed to right himself just in time. The trees were beginning to thin up ahead, and
he smelled the thick spice of theriver. It would take the others awhile to reach him. They couldn't get the
truck in here. They would have to come by foot. Maybe held have enough time to help Lucy and to get

away.

Cullaene broke into the clearing. Lucy gasped as she saw the ridge. He had to bring her here. She
needed the spicy water -- and the height. He thought he could hear someone following him now, and he
prayed he would have enough time. He had so much to tell her. She had to know about the pigmentation
changes, and the possibilities of retaining some skin. But mogt of dl, she had to do what hetold her, or
sheld be deformed until the next Change, another ten years away.



He bent in haf and lugged her up the ridge. The dope of the land was dight enough so that he kept his
balance, but great enough to dow him down. He could fed Lucy's heart pounding againgt his back. The
child thought he was going to kill her, and he didn't know how he would overcome that.

When he reached the top of the ridge, he stood, panting, looking over the caramel-colored water. He
didn't dare reease Lucy right away. They didn't have much time, and he had to explain what was

happening to her.

She had stopped struggling. She gripped him asif she were determined to drag him with her when he
flung her into the river. In the distance, he could hear faint shouts.

"Lucy, | brought you up here for areason,” he said. Her fingers dug deeper into hisflesh. Y ou're going
through what my people cdl the Change. It'snormd. It -- "

"I'm not one of your people,” she said. "Put me down!™

He stared across the duggish river into the trees beyond. Even though he had just begun, he felt defeated.
The girl had been human for thirteen years. He couldn't dter that in fifteen minutes.

"No, you're not." He set her down, but kept afirm grasp of her wridts. Her sweater and skirt were
covered with blood. "But you were born here. Have you ever seen this happen to anyone ese?!

He grabbed aloosefold of skin and lifted it. There was a sucking rel ease as the skin separated from the
wall of blood. Lucy tried to pull away from him. He drew her closer. "Unfortunately, you believe you are
human and so the first one to undergo this. I'm the only one who can help you. I'm aRiiame. Thishas
happened to me.”

"You don't look likeaRiiame."

He held back a sharp retort. There was so much that she didn't know. Riiame were a shape-shifting
people. Parents chose the form of their children at birth. His parents had had enough foresight to give him
ahuman shape. Apparently, so had hers. But she had only seen the Abandoned Oneswho retained the
shape of the hunters that used to populate the planet's forests.

A cry echoed through the woods. Lucy looked toward it, but Cullaene shook her to get her attention
again."l an Riiame" hesaid. "Y our father's friends claimed to have found abody here. But that body
they found wasn't abody at al. It was my skin. | just went through the Change. | shed my skin just as
you're going to. And then | came out to find work in your father'sfarm.”

"l don't believeyou," shesaid.

"Lucy, you're bleeding through every porein your body. Your skinisloose. You fed asif you'refloating
ingde yoursdf. Y ou panicked when you saw your form outlined in blood on the sheets this morning,
didn't you? And your mother, she noticed it, too, didn't she?

Lucy nodded.

"Y ou have got to trust me because in afew hours the blood will go away, the skin you're wearing now
will stick to the new skin beneeth it, and you will be ugly and deformed. And intime, the old skin will
dart to rot. Do you want that to happen to you?”

A bloody tear made its way down Lucy's cheek. "No," she whispered.

"All right then." Cullaenewouldn't et himsdlf fed relief. He could hear unnaturd rustlings coming from the



woods. "Y ou're going to have to leave your clothes here. Then go to the edge of theridge, reach your
arms over your head to stretch the skin as much as you can, and jump into theriver. It's safe, theriver is
very deep here. As soon asyou can fedl the cold water on every inch of your body, surface, go to shore,
and wrap yoursdf in mud. That will prevent the itching from starting again.”

Thefear on her facedarmed him. "Y ou mean | haveto strip?”’

He bit back hisfrustration. They didn't have time to work through human taboos. "Y es. Or the old skin
won't come off."

Suddenly, he saw something flash in the woods below. It looked like the muzzle of a heat gun. Panic shot
through him. Why was herisking hislifeto help this child? As soon as he emerged at the edge of the
ridge, her father would kill him. Cullaenelet go of Lucy'swrists. Let her runif she wanted to. He was not
going to let himsdlf get killed. Not yet.

But to hissurprise, Lucy didn't run. She turned her back and dowly pulled her swesater over her head.
Then she did off the rest of her clothes and walked to the edge of the ridge. Cullaene knew she couldn't
fed the cold right now. Her skin wastoo far away from the nerve endings.

Shereached the edge of the ridge, her toes gripping the rock astightly as her fingers had gripped hisarm,
and then she turned to look back at him. "I can't,”" she whispered.

She was s0 close. Cullaene saw the blood working under the old skin, trying to separate dl of it. "You
haveto," hereplied, kegping himsdf in shadow. "Jump.”

Lucy looked down at the river below her, and ashiver ran through her body. She shook her heed.

"Do -- 7' Cullaene stopped himsdlf. If he went into the open, they'd kill him. Then he stared a Lucy for a
moment, and felt his resolve waver. "Do you want meto help you?"

He could see the fear and helplessness mix on her face. She wasn't sure what he was going to do, but she
wanted to believe him. Suddenly, she set her jaw with determination. "Yes," she said softly.

Cullaene's hands went cold. "All right. I'm going to do this quickly. I'll come up behind you and push you
into theriver. Point your toesand fal straight. Theriver isdeep and it movesdow. You'll bedl right.”

Lucy nodded and |ooked straight ahead. The woods around them were unnaturally quiet. He hurried out
of his cover and grabbed her waist, feding the blood dide away from the pressure of his hands. He
paused for amoment, knowing that Jared and his companions would not shoot while he held the girl.

"Point," he said, then pushed.

He could fed the ar rush through hisfingersas Lucy fdl. Suddenly, awhite heat blast stabbed hissde,
and hetumbled after her, whirling and flipping in theicy air. He landed on his somach in the thick, cold
water, knocking thewind out of hisbody. Cullaene knew that he should stay under and swim away from
the banks, but he needed to breathe. He clawed hisway to the surface, convinced he would die before
he reached it. The fight seemed to take forever, and suddenly he was there, bobbing on top of theriver,

gasping ar into hisempty lungs.

Lucy's skin floated next to him, and he felt amoment of triumph before he saw Jared's heat gun leveled at
him from the bank.

"Get out,” the farmer said tightly. " Get out and tell me what you did with the rest of her before| lose my
head dtogether."



Cullaene could ill go under and swim for it, but what would be the use? He wouldn't be able to change
his pigmentation for another ten years or S0, and if he managed to swim out of range of their heat guns, he
would aways be running.

With two long strokes, Cullaene siwam to the bank and climbed out of the water. He shivered. It was
cold, much too cold to be standing wet near theriver. The spice aggravated his new skin's dryness.

Marlene, gun in hand, stood next to Jared, and the two other men were coming out of the woods.
"Wherésthe rest of her?' Jared asked. His arm was shaking. "On the ridge?"

Cullaene shook his head. He could have hit the gun from Jared's hand and run, but he couldn't stand to
see the sadness, the defeat in the man who had befriended him.

"Shelll be coming out of the water in aminute.”
"Youliel" Jared screamed, and Cullaene saw with shock that the man had nearly snapped.

"No, shewill." Cullaene hesitated for amoment. He didn't want to die to keep his peopl€'s secret. The
Riiame always adapted. They'd adapt thistime, too. "She's Rilame. Y ou know that. Thisis normal for
lﬁ"

"She'smy daughter!”
"No, she'snot. She can't be. This doesn't happen to humans.”

A splash from the riverbank drew his attention. Lucy pulled herself up aongside the water severd feet
from them. Her skin wasfresh, pink and clean, and her bald head reflected patches of sunlight. She
gathered hersdf into afetal position and began to rock.

Cullaene started to go to her, but Jared grabbed him. Cullaene tried to shake hisarm free, but Jared was
too strong for him.

"She's not done yet," Cullaene said.

Marlene had come up beside them. "Let him go, Jared.”
"Hekilled my daughter." Jared's grip tightened on Cullaenesarm.
"No, hedidn't. She'sright over there.”

Jared didn't even look. "That's not my Lucy."

Cullaene swallowed hard. His heart was begting in histhroat. He should have run when he had the
chance. Now Jared was going to kill him.

"ThatisLucy,” Marlene said firmly. "Let him go, Jared. He hasto help her.”

Jared looked over at the girl rocking at the edge of the riverbank. His hold loosened, and finaly helet his
hands drop. Cullaene took two steps backward and rubbed his arms. Relief was making him dizzy.

Marlene had put her arm around Jared asif she, too, didn't trust him. She was watching Cullaene to see
what he'd do next. If he ran, sheld get the other two to stop him. Slowly, he turned away from them and
went to Lucy'sside.



"You need mud, Lucy," he said as he dragged her higher onto the bank. Shelet him roll her into a
cocoon. When he was nearly through, he looked at the man behind him.

Jared had dropped his weapon and was staring at Lucy's skin asit made itsway down theriver. Marlene
gtill clutched her gun, but her eyeswere on Jared, not Cullaene.

"Isshe Riiame?' Marlene asked Jared.

The farmer shook hishead. "'l thought she was human!™ he said. Then heraised hisvoice asif he wanted
Cullaeneto hear. "'l thought she was human!™

Cullaene took ahandful of mud and started painting the skin on Lucy's face. She had closed her eyesand
waslying very siill. Shewould need timeto recover from the shock.

"| thought they were going to kill her," Jared said brokenly. "There were two of them and shewas so little
and | thought they were going to kill her." Hisvoice dropped. "So | killed them firg."

Cullaene'sfingersfroze on Lucy's cheek. Jared had killed Lucy's parents because they didn't ook human.
Cullaene dipped his hands in more mud and continued working. He hoped they would et him leave when
hefinished.

He placed the last of the mud on the girl's face. Jared came up beside him. "Y ou're Riilame too, aren't
you? And you look human.”

Cullaene washed the mud from his shaking hands. He was very frightened. What would he do now?
Leave with Lucy, and try to teach the child that she wasn't human at al? He turned to face Jared. "What
areyou going to do with Lucy?'

"Will shebe okay?" the farmer asked.

Cullaene stared at Jared for amoment. All the color had drained from the farmer's face, and he looked
closetotears. Jared had findlly realized what he had done.

"She should be," Cullaene said. "But someone hasto explain thisto her. It happen again. And there are
other things™"

He stopped, remembering his aborted love affair with ahuman woman. Ultimately, their forms had
proven incompatible. He wasn't really human, athough it was so easy to forget that. He only appeared
humen.

"Other things?"

"Difficult things." Cullaene shivered again. Hewould get ill from these wet clothes. "If you want, I'll take
her with me. Y ou won't have to deal with her then."

"No." Jared reached out to touch the mud-encased girl, but his hand hovered over her shell, never quite
resting on it. "She'smy daughter. | raised her. | can't just let her run off and disappear.”

Cullaene swallowed heavily. He didn't understand these creatures. They killed Abandoned Oneson a
whim, professed fear and hatred of the Riiame, and then would offer to keep onein their home.

"That was your skin that they found, wasn't it?" Jared asked. "Thisjust happened to you."

Cullaene nodded. His muscles were tense. He wasn't sure what Jared was going to do.



"Why didnt you tdl us?'

Cullaene looked at Jared for amoment. Because, he wanted to say, the woman | loved screamed and
gpat a me when she found out. Because one farmer nearly killed me with an axe. Because your people
don't know how to cope with anything different, even when _they arethedienson anew planet.

"I didn't think you'd understand,” he said. Suddenly, he grabbed Jared's hand and set it on the hardening
mud covering Lucy's shoulder. Then he stood up. There had to be Abandoned Ones in these woods. He
would find them if Jared didn't kill him first. He started to walk.

"Calin," Jared began, but Cullaene didn't stop. Marlene reached his side and grabbed him. Cullaene
glared a her, but she didn't let go. He was too frightened to hit her, too frightened to try to break free. If
she held him, maybe they weren't going to kill him after dl.

She ripped open the side of Cullaene's shirt and examined the damage | eft by the heat blast. The skinwas
puckered and withered, and Cullaene suddenly redlized how much it ached.

"Can wetresat this?' she asked.
"Areyou asking for permisson?' Cullaene could barely keep the sarcasm from hisvoice.

"No." The woman looked down and blushed deeply as some humans did when their shame wasfullest. "l
was asking if we had the skill.”

Cullaene relaxed enough to smile. "Y ou have the skill."
"Then," shesad. "May wetrest you?"'

Cullaene nodded. He dlowed himself to be led back to Jared's side. Jared was staring at his daughter,
letting tearsfdl onto the cocoon of mud.

"Y ou can take her out of there soon,” Cullaene said. "Her clothesare up on theridge. I'll get them.”

And before anyone could stop him, Cullaene went into the woods and started up theridge. He could
escape now. He could simply turn around and run away. But he wasn't sure he wanted to do that.

When he reached the top of theridge, he peered down at Jared, his frightened daughter, and the woman
who protected them. They had alot of explaining to do to Lucy. But if she was strong enough to survive
the Change, she was strong enough to survive anything.

Cullaene draped her bloody clothes over his arm and started back down the ridge. When he reached the
others, he handed the clothes to Marlene. Then Cullaene crouched beside Jared. Carefully, Cullaene
made aholein the mud and began to ped it off Lucy. Jared watched him for amoment. Then he dipped
hisfingersinto a crack, and together the dien and the native freed the girl from her handmade shell.



