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Chapter 1: Mystery
 
   They called him a landscape engineer, but what it really was was ditch digging. Brute muscle and little else, in areas that the power excavators couldn't reach. Assistant to a machine, really. The pay wasn't great, but it kept Ben Hemoth in shape, and it was a job he could get. Until such time, if ever, as his name was cleared so that he could return to his real profession: newspaper investigator. Ben was good at that; he could sniff out the faintest scent of mischief and get the story an ordinary reporter missed. Until he made a damned stupid careless error and got canned.
 
   He reviewed it yet again as he jammed the spade into the rooty ground. High school kids were getting high on something new and doing crazy things. What was the story? His newspaper wanted the scoop. So he had gone to the likely source: the kids themselves. He knew they'd be evasive, but he could tell a lot by what folk refused to say, and he could sniff out a lie from a fair distance. “Is it Drug A?” and of course they would deny it, but the denial would be either true or a lie, and he could generally tell which. “Is it Drug B?” Soon enough he would zero in on it.
 
   His mind replayed the scene of his disaster, as it insisted on doing with dismaying regularity. The kids saw him coming, literally, as he entered their hangout of the day, and moved to intercept him. Anyone who thought contemporary seventeen year olds were stupid was a fool. It was like a chess game, with move and counter move, and the kids could play it as well as anyone. There were protocols, and the person who followed them could at least get a hearing.
 
   An uncommonly pretty teen girl with multicolored hair swirling to her waist left the group and oriented on him. “Hey, big man. Looking for something nice?”
 
   This was clearly their designated representative of the hour. He would talk to her and possibly learn something, or pass her by and get nowhere at all with any of the others. That was the way of it. “Oh, yeah, beautiful. But you're underage.”
 
   She smiled, and the heat of it was like a tanning lamp. “I'll be sixteen on Sunday.” It was playful; she was more likely seventeen.
 
   It was time for the introduction. “Ben Hemoth. Newspaper.”
 
   “Venus Intra.”
 
   He laughed. “Intra Venus. I like it.”
 
   “And I like Behemoth.” She had evidently known of him and his nickname, which was hardly a secret. Hers was of course her stage name. He would not question it; he hardly cared about her real identity.
 
   Ben signaled the waitress. “Drinks. Her choice.”
 
   “You're wasting your money,” Venus said. “We're not going to tell you.”
 
   “Maybe the pleasure of your company is enough.”
 
   Now she laughed. “Try me.”
 
   He focused. “Is it Drug A?”
 
   Her face went poker; he could not read it at all. “No.”
 
   “Damn, you're good.” The compliment was sincere.
 
   “I've admired some of your pieces in the paper. Take me home with you for an hour; you'll like it, and I won't tell.”
 
   And she probably wouldn't tell. Young as she was, she was surely experienced. He would quite forget his real mission, and maybe also lose his wallet. “Sorry. Not what I came for.”
 
   The drinks arrived: innocent root beer complete with straws. The kids were naturally into the harder stuff, but knew better than to do it in public.
 
   Venus sipped her drink. “I could give you one rare experience.” She slowly drew her shirt open to expose one bare breast. It was choice.
 
   He sipped his own drink. “I don't doubt it. But my wife wouldn't understand.”
 
   “She doesn't understand you anyway. I like you, Ben. You're my kind of man.” 
 
   “What, black hair, brown eyes?”
 
   “Those too. You must weigh three hundred pounds, and it's all muscle. That really turns me on. I want to feel it grinding my belly. So I'll give you one anyway.”
 
   One experience? It was fiendishly tempting, as his relations with his wife were marginal and Venus was in a physical class of her own. But that was folly. “No.”
 
   “Too late.” She got up and left the table.
 
   Uh-oh. He felt the first twinge of unreality.  She had somehow spiked his drink! Maybe when he was distracted by her breast. He had to admire her finesse.
 
   He poked his finger down his throat, triggering the vomit reflex, and spewed the brown liquid back into the cup. It was a trick he had learned in the army. But he knew he had already absorbed more than a safe amount. This stuff was powerful.
 
   He needed to get home in a hurry, before the drug took full effect. He lurched to his feet and staggered out of the cafe. No one opposed him; in fact the kids had disappeared. They had outsmarted him, and now were leaving him to his promised experience.
 
   Was it safe to drive in this condition? Did he have a choice? He needed to get out of here.
 
   Mistake. The street ahead wee-wawed and became a cotton candy ribbon that wouldn't stay still. He tried to stay on it, but soon slid off to the side and into a ditch. Then he faded into a delirium of glorious dreams, some of which featured Venus.  
 
   Next thing he knew, he was in a holding cell with several drunks and a splitting headache. In what seemed like rapid order he was convicted of drunken driving, resisting arrest, and his wife gave him notice of divorce.
 
   It seemed it had been a considerable experience. He wished he could remember the details.
 
   Because he was well known and popular, and this was his first offense, he wound up with parole, but no job and no wife. He got what odd jobs he could, and quietly investigated the teen gang that had destroyed him, hoping to get evidence to clear his name.
 
   All he learned was that after dispatching him they had stolen a gasoline tanker truck and driven it off a bridge. He understood how that could happen, from his own experience. That drug pretty well abolished realistic limits. All of them were dead in the fireball. 
 
   Or were they? He checked more closely, and found the one survivor: Venus. She had somehow been blown clear, and had not sought medical help. He understood why: they would have found the drug in her system and put her away for that and her criminal record. So she was hiding out with friends, for now, until the heat faded. 
 
   He also learned that she was a runaway who had been around a while. She was actually eighteen, though she pretended to be younger to get along with the gang.
 
   He located her and confronted her. She was in a sad state, her lovely hair burned off, her memory gone, probably more from the drug than the crash, except she knew she could not go to the authorities.
 
   There was no revenge to be had here, and she remained a lovely creature. What could he do? He took her in. “You screwed me out of my job and my marriage,” he told her.
 
   “I don't remember, but I probably did. I apologize. But I like your type.”
 
   “Now you can screw me physically, as often as I want it. In return you get anonymous board and bed.”
 
   “Deal,” she agreed without hesitation.
 
   “One condition. No drugs of any kind.”
 
   “Was it a drug that wiped me out?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Deal,” she repeated. “I'm off it now, forever.”
 
   That was it. She moved in with him, and she was every bit as good in bed as she had once hinted, not only willing but eager. She had learned how to get along with men; each act of sex was a confirmation of her expertise. That was the one thing he had gained from this mess. She had nowhere to go and no desire to go. She was literally happy to serve him sexually. Slowly she was also learning how to be a housewife. She was no genius, but she was not stupid, and she was constantly alert for other ways to please him. The gang had been her home and she had done what it took to stay good with it. Now Ben was her home.
 
   But both their lives had been ruined, and Ben wasn't satisfied with that. He wanted to vindicate himself and resume being a solid citizen. He was willing to take Venus with him, and she made it clear she wanted to be there. But there seemed to be no viable avenue.
 
   He spat into the trench as he finished the day's job. He just had to hope the avenue appeared.
 
   Venus met him at the door, her robe open, ready for the sex he liked to have first thing. Her hair was starting to grow back, now its natural light brown color, but it would be years before it matched its former splendor. That was one reason she now wore a wig when out of bed. Fortunately she had other assets, which she proudly accented by inhaling. “But maybe this time you want to wait,” she said.
 
   “What could possibly be worth delaying a tryst with a creature like you?” he asked gallantly, but there was truth in it.
 
   “Thank you,” she said, pleased as always. “This.” She held up a letter. “It was addressed to both of us, so I opened it. I was nervous because no one's supposed to know I'm here, or even alive, for that matter. There's no return address, no name. But it's really good news, I think.”
 
   Ben took it and read it. It was a job offer, with an obscene amount of money and perhaps more important, the promised clearing of his name and hers so they could both return to higher status without records. There was no address, only a number. 
 
   “This smells like a scam,” he said regretfully. “I was tricked, so might argue my case in court if I ever got the chance, but you have a gang rap.”
 
   “I don't think so. I'm slowly remembering bits of my life from before. The gang was just a side interest. I've seen scams. I've worked them. I remember screwing you, now, with the drug, and I'm sorry. But this is something else.”
 
   “I need to think about it. There's got to be a catch.”
 
   “We'll both think about it,” she said, and hauled him to the bed.
 
   They thought about it between bouts of mutual delight. Then he called the given number, knowing they would recognize his own number.
 
   “Ben Hemoth here. You sent a letter. I'm not into criminal activity, regardless of my present reputation.”
 
   “Not criminal,” the man said. “It's legitimate but secret.”
 
   “Send me your literature and I'll decide.”
 
   Ben expected argument, but there was none. “Done.”
 
   Two days later the package arrived, with the money and no return address. They were that sure he'd take the job. There was no contract, no terms of employment, just the stricture that no one else was supposed to know about the arrangement. Find out and call when he had the information.
 
   “How come they trust you with all that money?” Venus asked.
 
   “They have evidently researched me enough to know that I honor any deal I make, to the letter.”
 
   “Yes you do. I'd like to be that way.”
 
   “You can be. You have a new identity. Make integrity part of it.”
 
   “I'll try,” she promised, evidently intrigued by the notion.
 
   He pondered. What they wanted was simple enough: a private investigation of--
 
   A goat.
 
   Ben stared at the text. So did Venus. “Maybe the money's fake,” she said.
 
   But it wasn't.
 
   Ben phoned. “You want this private, but the moment I start asking questions about a damned goat they'll know something's up. Nobody cares about a goat.”
 
   “Read the cover story,” the man said, and hung up.
 
   There was another page, and Venus was already reading it. “An unnamed company is considering building a big amusement park in this area, and wants to know any counter indications before it commits. Such as a rumor of a haunted goat. They don't want word of their interest to get out, lest the land suddenly escalate in value just before they start buying, but neither do they want to make a bad investment. This is one of several sites being considered, so the odds are against it actually being chosen, but the homework has to be done regardless. It could be a billion dollar park; everything has to be exactly right.”
 
   “There is a goat farm in the area,” Ben said thoughtfully. “I suppose if any of the animals were diseased, that could queer it. But I don't think the goat they want is part of the farm. They could just buy it, otherwise.”
 
   “For a pet,” Venus agreed. “Or milk. Or meat.”
 
   Ben started checking. He knew how to use the internet via aliases of identity and subject so that it would not be evident that anything was going on. “But why don't they do that themselves? They don't need me to research it.”
 
   “Some research has to be personal,” Venus said. “To keep it off the record. Even I know that. Also, they're doing it second hand, through you. If you get caught, they're still anonymous.”
 
   He looked at her. “You're right. You seem to have a feel for this.”
 
   “I'm learning from the best. But if you want a feel--”
 
   He took the feel. They dissolved into another session on the bed.
 
   Soon they identified the goat; a mature female virgin Toggenburg, unbred, with a token udder, weighing about 150 pounds. That breed was known as hornless, but some had them, as this one did. It had shown up mysteriously a week ago, and now was a Service Animal working with an orphan girl. There was definitely something odd about the association. For one thing, the child was blind, yet there were hints that she could see. She was now in the foster care of a doctor who had abruptly taken her on without explanation.
 
   Who had trained the goat? Service animals represented considerable investment by trainers who knew what they were doing. Who had placed it with a newly orphaned child? How had the Doctor gotten involved? There should have been a solid paper trail. There was none. 
 
   Ben decided to start at the beginning. There had been a bad storm, with a tornado. Weather radar indicated something inside the storm that was distinctly unnatural, but a subsequent check of the vicinity had revealed only an obscure disturbance in the earth of the local forest. The girl and goat had somehow gotten together in that storm. Coincidence?
 
   “The hell!” Venus said.
 
   Ben tried to research the local police and hospital reports, but they were suspiciously vague about the incidents, almost as if there was a coverup. That was why the investigation had to be personal; there were no properly illuminating records.
 
   “Something's going on,” Venus said.
 
   He kissed her and squeezed her thigh. “You bet.”
 
   “That, too,” she agreed, twitching a muscle.
 
   Now the case was intriguing enough that Ben would have done it on his own, had he known. Goat, girl, and just maybe a UFO visit. A mystery worthy of his expertise.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 2: Pact
 
   Doe stared down at the storm as the landing craft descended into its center. Soon she was in its inanimate wrath, the furious winds battering her capsule. She did not question why such a difficult landing was being made; that was not her present business. Her business was simply to gather data. It was her overwhelming imperative. In six months of this planet's calendar when her data banks were full she would return to the lander and take off to rendezvous with the Survey Ship elsewhere in the system, so that her data could be transferred to the master bank, her mission accomplished. Then she would be used again, perhaps on another planet in another form, or melted down for protoplasm, depending on circumstances. She knew this, and didn't care. All she cared about was her mission.
 
   The storm intensified. Fiercer winds gripped the capsule, tore it from the lander, and hurled it to the side. It sailed well wide of its mark and crashed into the ground. The shell cracked open, spilling Doe out onto the ragged ground.
 
   She got to her four feet, and flicked her tail, finding herself shaken but undamaged. The storm had moved on, satisfied with its path of destruction. But the crash had cost her her communication with the craft; she could no longer access its memory or its contents. It had been broken by the fall, and its organic mind had expired. She felt its absence.
 
   She did what was required, going to the wreckage and using her horns to cover it with brush so that it would not be evident. Within a local day it would melt itself down into innocuous metals sinking into the ground, and be unrecognizable as anything more than some obscure local spill. 
 
   The concealment accomplished, she took stock. This was mischief. If she was to accomplish her mission, she would have to establish a viable connection to an equivalent mind, for she could not function competently alone. She was designed to extend the viable range of the lander's mind, not to be that mind. She was the tool, not the machine. Now that the machine mind was gone she would have to find an alternative.
 
   She invoked an emergency database to address this situation. Its essence was stark: GO NATIVE. That meant locating and addressing the mind of an animal of this planet that had the potential for intelligence. Pairing with it could double her own capacity and enable her to function at full capacity. With luck there would be a suitable creature. The preliminary survey had shown a number of types of animals, some not far from sapience.
 
   She projected her awareness, seeking such a mind. One that was not only competent, but available. She knew that such minds existed here, because that was the reason for the current survey: to map the sapient or potentially sapient life forms of this sector of the galaxy. There were cautions; she needed to remain anonymous, her alien origin unknown to the creatures of this planet. If her nature were discovered, she might have to activate her own self destruct circuit, which would rapidly dissolve her to her component molecules. Suicide. But she would not do that unless it became necessary. She was a valuable creature with extensive capacities, and should not be wasted.
 
   *
 
   Caladia was terrified. They were driving right into the storm, and she hated storms, ever since she had been caught outside and a close crack of thunder had nearly deafened her. She was seven years old, shy and nervous, and loud things had always frightened her, no matter what other kids said. She wished Dad would pull into a parking garage or something to wait out the storm. 
 
   A buffet of wind jammed the car sidewise and the wheels skidded on the slick pavement as Dad fought to maintain control. She tried to stifle her shriek, but a whimper escaped.
 
   “We'll be home soon, Callie,” Mom called back to her. “Don't worry. It's just a little weather.”
 
   Then the howling sound came. Dust enveloped the car, and the brightness of day became the awful darkness of threatening night. “Damn!” Dad exclaimed. “It's a tornado! Hang on!”
 
   Callie clutched her seat belt as the car sailed up and off the road, whirling around like a top. Then it crashed into a tree. A branch jammed through the window right into her face. There was horrible pain.
 
   *
 
   Doe was shaken by an abrupt flash of distress. There was a mind nearby, a juvenile, but quite competent, and it needed her as much as she needed it. The creature was in severe pain, blinded, and would soon perish if not quickly supported. That meant it should accept her help, and keep her secret. This was ideal.
 
   She moved toward the mind at a run, her attention sifting her assortment of roles to find the most appropriate one. Not nurse, though some of that would be needed. Not guardian, though some of that too might be required. Not parent, though the absence of parental minds in the vicinity of the child indicated that it was a sudden orphan. What particular role would fill all the needed styles?
 
   As she got closer, she picked up the answer from the injured juvenile: Service Animal. That was the role that fit.
 
   Then she discovered something shocking: the young creature was not an ordinary one. It was an ape. Of all the animals that might have offered, this was the worst. Apes were physically ludicrous and mentally awkward, and she was strongly repelled by the notion of actually touching one. But for this purpose it had to be touched.
 
   What could she do? Her mission was in the balance. She activated a non-aversion circuit and tuned in on the ape. She would do what she had to do.
 
   She set out in the indicated direction. The terrain was swampy, so that her small hooves tended to sink into the land, hindering her progress. So she expanded them to flat pads that held their place better.
 
   Then she encountered something menacing. She sifted through her data bank of local creatures. It was an alligator, a predator species. A hungry one.
 
   She issued a warning bleat, but the gator only came on faster. It had mistaken her for prey! She did not want to delay her progress toward the ape child, and did not want to kill any local creature unnecessarily. So she compromised.
 
   The gator came at her, its huge jaws snapping. She braced herself on three hooves, and formed the fourth one into a spike. It plunged down beside the animal's head, spearing through the thick skin of the neck with deadly force. It pinned the animal's head to the ground. Then as the gator squirmed, she oriented her flexible horns, moving them near to the animal's eye. She could readily stab that eye, and on into the brain behind it, killing the creature. She wanted it to understand that.
 
   Then she sent a thought of purest terror and withdrew the spike, freeing the gator. It promptly fled, terrified. That saved its life, as its injury was not serious. If she ever encountered it in the future, her bleat of warning would be effective. Predators quickly learned, or they died.
 
   She converted the spike back to the broadened foot, and resumed her trek. The ape child was now close. She tried to reach out to it with her mind, though that was relatively ineffective. She needed direct touch to establish a relationship.
 
   *
 
   Callie woke an instant or an hour later, in absolute darkness and agony. “Mommy!” she cried desperately. “Daddy!” But there was no answer, only the horrible silence and pain. She knew with a deadly certainty that she was alone.
 
   Then something approached; she felt it somehow in her mind. It wasn't friendly or unfriendly, but it was orienting on her. A rescue worker? No, it felt more like an animal. One of her friends had a body weakening illness and had a Service Dog who helped him stay upright and not fall, and generally protected him; the bullies had learned not to try to mess with him. She had not been allowed to pet the animal because it was working. She admired that. She had thought it might be nice to have such a dog herself, but of course she didn't need it.
 
   The thing came to the car. It put its head through the broken window, sniffing the interior. She couldn't see it, but she heard it, and felt its mind. She was oddly not afraid, because of its nonthreatening mind. Then it touched her hand.
 
   It was like stepping into Heaven, with everything amazingly nice. Suddenly her pain faded back and she felt secure. And she could see. Only not in a sensible way.
 
   Because she saw herself. Her arm was reaching forward, her hand touching the dog's nose. Beyond it was her shoulder, her neck, her head, and her awful blood-covered face. Her eyes were gone! Yet she was seeing. How could this be?
 
   She was not alarmed; that quiet reassurance continued. As she thought the question, the answer came to her. /She was seeing from the eyes of the dog. Only it wasn't exactly a dog. It was--
 
   A picture of it flashed in her mind. It was a goat! A brown and white doe, a nanny goat, with hooves and horns and mobile ears and tail and a little beard and wattles. A nanny goat. But how could a goat be helping her to see?
 
   Again the answer came: /Callie needed serious help, to stop the pain of her body and her loss of her family, and to see again. The goat needed help too, because it wasn't really a goat, but a creature from another world who happened to look like a goat so it could blend in with the local animals. Well, not exactly that, but something like it. Who had a job to do but required sapient level assistance. Like a person. Like her.
 
   “But why?” she asked, perplexed despite the thought's background clarification of the unfamiliar term “sapient”; it meant really smart in a special way, the way people were. “Why come to me? I'm just a little girl, and I hardly know anything, and nobody listens to me anyway.” She wasn't sure whether the goat was hearing and understanding her voice, or reading her meaning directly from her mind, and wasn't sure it mattered anyway.
 
   /Two reasons: because her mind, though not yet fully formed, had enormous potential, well beyond that of the alien goat, who was a data collector, not a sapient. And because as a human creature she was accepted by others of her kind, and if she needed a Service Animal, that would be accepted also. It was a cover for a creature among dangerous other creatures.
 
   It was making sense. “But mostly it's just dogs who do it. I never heard of a Service Goat. Would they accept you?”
 
   /They would if she told them to. And, if there were a bit of mental encouragement. All she had to do was touch a person while also touching the goat, and the goat's mind would connect and make it seem reasonable. It did not need sapience to do that much; the person's own mind would formulate a rationale. But it had to be secret: she must not tell anyone about the alien nature of her companion, unless there were extraordinary reason, lest that lead to the goat's destruction.
 
   “A secret!” she said. Callie liked secrets, especially important ones. “I can do that.” In fact it might even be fun.
 
   Fun? Now it was the goat's turn to be confused by a term. So Callie clarified it: something that was enjoyable, like eating candy, rather than unpleasant, like eating broccoli. She felt the goat's appreciation of this expansion of her understanding. She had not been exposed to it before.
 
   Still, she was in doubt. “I'd have to tell my folks. I can't keep secrets from them. It wouldn't be right.”
 
   This made the goat pause again, assimilating the concepts Right and Wrong. Then the clarification came: this was not wrong because it was hurting no one. She was here only to gather data on the inhabitants of this planet, after which she would depart without changing the world in any significant way. Meanwhile she was saving Callie's life.
 
   “I guess it's okay,” the girl agreed, seeing the way of it. “But my life is okay anyway. I can make it on my own.”
 
   /No. Her life was not okay, and she could not make it on her own.
 
   “Huh?”
 
   Now the goat had to be more forceful. She would separate from the girl just long enough for the girl to understand, painful as that would be. Callie needed to remove her hand from goat's nose.
 
   Callie removed her hand.
 
   And was stricken by overwhelming pain and horror. Her folks were dead and she was blind and bleeding to death. She couldn't abide any part of it.
 
   The goat's nose touched her hand again. Callie relaxed. The situation was unchanged, but now she could handle it. Her physical pain was stifled. Her folks were dead, but though she recognized that and mourned them, she could put that awful awareness in a sort of compartment, like a closed book, and not let it interfere with the rest of her life. Her own eyes were gone, but she could see well enough through the goat's eyes. Also, signals sent by the goat's service oriented mind were constricting the blood vessels of Callie's face and stopping the leaking of blood as well as fighting off infections. She would not die from this injury.
 
   “That was horrible,” Callie said. “You're right; I do need you. I need to be touching you all the time.”
 
   And the goat needed her, because her powers could be properly used only when she had access to the human girl's mind. Only then was the goat truly sapient. Apart, she was just an animal.
 
   “I'll call you Nanny,” Callie said. “Because that's what you are, I think. I mean, you're a goat, but you're also my nanny, taking care of me.”
 
   /I will be called Nanny, the goat agreed.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 3: Conspiracy of Silence
 
   The mystery of the origin of the goat remained intractable. It had been in the storm at the same time as the girl, obviously, and they had gotten together and seemed to be doing each other some good. It was clear where the child had come from, but there was no prior indication of the goat. Had there been an Unidentified Flying Object--a UFO or flying saucer--that delivered the animal and departed? That would explain it, to a degree. But why would an alien craft deliver not a combat robot or an extermination bomb, or a Bug-Eyed Monster (a BEM) lusting after lovely human maidens, but a goat? It just didn't make sense.
 
   Worse, why do it in the middle of a storm that could have wrecked the effort? But that one he could solve: if it was a saucer visit, it had to be hidden from the prying eyes of the natives. There would be no such eyes in such a storm. Just maybe an orphan child. Who was not summarily dispatched, but embraced. A soft hearted BEM? As alien invasions went, this was a failure.
 
   “I know I wronged you, and ruined your career,” Venus said, distracting Ben from his reverie. He couldn't fault her for that; they were, at the moment, naked in bed together, her perfect thigh crossing over his. “I'm excruciatingly sorry about that. You've got a right to be mad at me. I'm trying to make it up to you in about the only way I can, hoping that some day you'll forgive me. But you've got to cooperate at least a little.” She set his hand on her bare breast.
 
   “I'm not mad at you. You did what the gang wanted. You don't need forgiveness.”
 
   “Yes I do. I'm trying as hard as I can to earn it.”
 
   “I'm just distracted by the goat. It seems to have come from nowhere, yet become very special to the girl. There seems to be no sense in this.”
 
   “So maybe play it forward some, hoping for a hint. Meanwhile--” She hesitated.
 
   “Meanwhile I should handle this distraction, so I can focus on the other,” he agreed, clasping her and rolling her on top of him so he could fondle her plush buttocks.
 
   “That too.” She twitched them provocatively under his hands.
 
   “There's something else?”
 
   “It's—well, I know I'm supposed to keep the passion high so you don't mind having me around. That's what a girl's for. It's just a business relationship. I know better than to expect anything more. But--” She broke off again.
 
   “Out with it, girl. If I'm wearing you out, maybe I can ease up some. I can see how it could get hard on you physically. I'm three times your weight. You've been great. You've never even hinted it's ever too much. Tell me.”
 
   “Two and a half times my weight. It's not that. I like making out with muscle, and you've been careful not to crush me. Like right now, when you put me on top.” She took a wonderful breath, her evocative breasts pressing against his chest. “It's never too much. You're good to me in little ways. You're a good guy. I think—I think I'm falling in love with you.”
 
   There was a silence as he digested this news. She was right about it being a relationship of convenience. He had assumed that her passion was largely simulated. She was after all a former gang moll. She was looking for a larger commitment?
 
   “I'm sorry,” she said. “You're just such a great guy, and I'm just a body. I'll try not to bother you with my feeling again.”
 
   The idea of love had not occurred to him before, but he realized he could do worse than this. So Venus wasn't educated or trained in any profession other than the erotic, the opposite of his wife. She could learn, and her passion was a distinct contrast to his wife's indifference. “I won't say I love you back,” he said carefully. “But maybe it wouldn't be a disaster if I did. Certainly your feeling doesn't turn me off. So if you want to—to court me, okay. Maybe I'll get there, in time.”
 
   “You're not rejecting it out of hand?”
 
   “I am not,” he agreed.
 
   “Oh!” Suddenly her tears were flowing. He had never seen her cry before. Then she started madly kissing him. It seemed that she had really been concerned that her emotion would be considered illicit. A turnoff. He realized that love had not been part of her makeup before; she wasn't used to it.
 
   They proceeded into a love session that was a fair experience in its own right. There was a difference between the simulation of passion and the reality. Yes, he could come to love her, in time. She picked up on that, and was glad. 
 
    After that their relationship subtly changed. Venus started acting in little ways less like a cynical mistress and more like a passionate wife. Ben realized that he could live with that.
 
   *
 
   They played it forward. Girl and goat had been picked up by an EMT unit and transported together to the local hospital, where one Doctor Sterling Stevenson had taken over. He had prescribed surgery for her, the complete removal of her ruined eyeballs. And--
 
   Ben stared at the report. “Where is the anesthetic?”
 
   “What anesthetic?” Venus asked, reading over his shoulder.
 
   “She had major surgery, but there's no listing of either local or general anesthesia. Why is this report incomplete?”
 
   “Hospitals make mistakes. Lawsuits result.”
 
   He checked it another way, via the medical records, but still found no indication. In fact her recovery from the operation was quite abbreviated, as though there were no sedative to sleep off. How could that be?
 
   “Could she be one of those oddballs who feel no pain?” Venus asked.
 
   He checked that. “No. Her prior history shows she was as pained as any child. She was a completely ordinary girl.”
 
   “Maybe I can find out.”
 
   “It's not in the records,” he said. “You can't find out what isn't there.”
 
   “But there were surgical nurses, attendants,” she said. “People talk. I could infiltrate, pick up on the rumors.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “I could impersonate a nurse. I've done that kind of thing before. A borrowed uniform, a name tag.” She smiled. “People look at my body, for some reason, and don't question my legitimacy.”
 
   “It's not worth the risk. You're officially dead in that fireball. You don't want to come alive again.”
 
   “I'll take any risk, for you. I love you.”
 
   She was serious. His investigation was balked again, whatever the reason. Could she really help? “Damn it, Venus, I don't want to put you in danger. You—I--” He finally got it out. “I care for you.”
 
   “Golden words. Just for that, I'll do it.”
 
   She did it. She was good at it, perhaps for the reason she said: her body distracted sensible attention. Still, he was uncomfortably nervous as he waited for her outside the hospital in the car. It was a huge relief when he saw the petite shapely nurse return. She had entered the hospital via the back way, emerged as a nurse complete with a distinctive cap, because caps identified the training centers. Hers was far away. Now she efficiently changed back in the car, then sneaked back in to return the uniform to storage. Finally back out, no one knowing the wiser.
 
   “Damn you're good!” Ben said as they drove home.
 
   “For that, I'll let you get into my pants as soon as we're home.” It had become a joke between them. They had sex several times a day, and nobody “let” anybody; it was mutual eagerness.
 
   “And your report?”
 
   “I thought you'd never ask. It's true. The personnel are amazed. She had both eyeballs removed with no anesthesia at all. Just her hand on the back of the goat.”
 
   “Why didn't that make the national news?”
 
   “It's all private gossip. Not one of them will say a word outside.”
 
   “A conspiracy of silence?”
 
   “I'm not sure. They just don't seem to be interested in advertising it. They all like the girl—and the goat.”
 
   “This is weird.”
 
   “You bet.”
 
   “It seems that the goat is the anesthetic. Mind control?”
 
   “That would explain a lot.” She shrugged. “There's something else, almost as strange.”
 
   “Else?”
 
   “They visited the children's wards before they left the hospital. All the sick children got to pet the goat. And they're all doing better. The nurses are amazed. And none of them are saying a word outside the hospital. The administrators are in on it; they came and petted the goat too, and there's no report of anything about it. It's another conspiracy of silence.”
 
   “That is no ordinary goat,” he said as if just realizing it. “It must be of alien origin. But with powers like that, why is it messing with a blind little girl instead of conquering the world?”
 
   “That's why someone hired you to investigate.”
 
   “And my employers don't want to make any waves either.”
 
   “Because if that goat catches on that we're onto it, it could disappear, and no one would ever have proof of an alien invasion, or whatever.”
 
   “You got it. This is something big.”
 
   “I'm thrilled. I mean it; this is a meaningful event that nobody who is anybody knows about, but we know. We're important.”
 
   So Venus did have some ambition for status. “We're anonymous.”
 
   “Same thing, isn't it?”
 
   He laughed. “Maybe so. This gets curiouser and curiouser as we proceed.”
 
   She joined the laugh. “I love it. And you. What's next?”
 
   “We play it forward again. She went home with the doctor. We need to know more about that.”
 
   “We need to know more about everything.”
 
   She was really into this, and now she was helping him materially. He could never have interviewed the hospital personnel as quietly and efficiently as she had.
 
   He drew up to the house and parked. “I really appreciate what you're doing, Venus. It's not love, but it's a step closer.”
 
   “Great!” She flung her arms about him and kissed his ear. He liked that more than he cared to advertise. It was foolish, but he was indeed falling for her.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 4: Doctor
 
   And so the pact was formed, mind to mind: they would work together. Now they had to get the girl out of the “car” and to others of her kind who could help her survive. For her savaged face needed special attention and soon, before the predatory micro organisms took it over and multiplied despite her body's defenses.
 
   First there was the constriction of the seat belt. Callie had to take her left hand and push the release mechanism. There. Then she had to crawl around the tree branch and out the window of the car. No, that remained jagged. She had to jam the car blanket around its edges as shielding. There. Then crawl. That remained awkward, so she needed to grab onto Nanny's horns so the goat could pull her out. There.
 
   They stood beside the wrecked car. Then they walked away from it, Nanny supporting the girl Now at last other natives arrived. First they checked the car, and shook their heads: nothing there to rescue. Nanny picked up on their discovery. They were EMT men—Emergency Medical Technicians, trained to get swiftly to injured folk and help them. That was exactly what was needed here.
 
   Then the EMTs spied the two standing a bit apart. They reoriented. Callie would have to explain to them about Nanny. Now that she was motivated to do it.
 
   *
 
   “Girl, you're a mess!” the man exclaimed. “We'll load you into the van and get you to the hospital pronto! We'll put your pet in a pen; she'll be safe enough there.”
 
   “No!” Callie exclaimed. “Nanny is my Service Animal. She has to stay close to me, always.”
 
   The man paused. “But she's a goat! A nanny goat.”
 
   “She's a Service Goat,” Callie said firmly. “They aren't just dogs, you know.”
 
   The man looked at his companion, who shrugged. “Maybe check her tag.”
 
   Oh-oh. Nanny had no identifying tag.
 
   /But it was all right. Let the man touch her. But a warning: it required focus and energy to make a significant contact with a person, as was the case with Callie herself. The number of such serious contacts was not unlimited, and during the initial phase the relationship with Callie would be diluted. She would be uncomfortable.
 
   Callie understood. They needed this man's help. Do it, she thought.
 
   Callie waited while the man reached down to find the tag that should be on a chain around the animal's neck. When he touched the fur of Nanny's neck, he paused again, feeling the frisson. The man was abruptly experiencing the larger nature of the goat, and it was awesome. At the same time, Callie felt some of her own pain of body and horror of blindness. Not nearly as bad as before, but an extremely unpleasant reminder. 
 
   After a moment the discomfort passed and Callie felt good again. It was over.
 
   Then the man spoke. “It's all right. She's a Service Goat. She stays with the girl.”
 
   The touch had sufficed. Nanny had sent reassurance to him, as she could do when there was direct physical contact. When she was separated from a person, she could pick up that person's general mental state, but not affect it. The man was now satisfied that Nanny was legitimate. More than that, he wanted to help her and Callie in any way he could.
 
   The men laid down the ramp, and Callie and Nanny walked up it side by side. Callie was then strapped into a seat, and the men made an impromptu harness to hold Nanny in place, because the ride might be bumpy. Then one man drove while the other sat with them in back. 
 
   “Now let's get acquainted,” the EMT man said in a friendly manner. He was wary of dealing with a child and animal; they could be difficult. “I'm Sam. Who are you?”
 
   “I'm Caladia Thomkins, Callie for short. This is Nanny.”
 
   “Hello, Callie. Hello Nanny.” He extended his hand, and Callie formally shook it. Then so did Nanny, touching his hand with a fore-hoof. Sam was not even surprised, at this point. He knew that Nanny was a very advanced service animal that could be trusted. 
 
   But now was the time for business. “Callie, I have bad news for you.”
 
   “I know,” the girl said. “My folks are dead and I am blind. But I can handle it as long as I am with Nanny.”
 
   Sam was taken aback. “This is true, as far as I know, but I am surprised to hear you say it so sensibly.”
 
   “It's only because of Nanny. Without her I will collapse and die of pain and shock.”
 
   He nodded. “I understand, having felt her nature. Well, at the hospital you will have to separate, because they don't allow animals.”
 
   Callie knew what to do, though it would hurt terribly. “I will show you how it is with me without her. Take my hand again.”
 
   Sam took her hand. “Do it,” Callie told Nanny.
 
   Nanny withdrew her full support for a moment, while retaining the link with the man.
 
   Sam rocked back with a cry of agony. “I'm blind!”
 
   Then they were back to normal. “That's me, not you,” Callie said. “How I am without Nanny, feeling the pain and desolation. She's keeping me alive and sane.”
 
   Sam took several deep breaths. “This is no ordinary service animal, and I don't mean because she is a goat.”
 
   “She has unusual power,” Callie said. “When I'm touching her, she can feel my pain, and counter it, whether it's physical or mental. I need her support. Without it I will die.” She spoke with a conviction born of truth, and a clarity born of Nanny's buttressing of her mind. Nanny was fully sapient when in direct contact with a sapient mind, and Callie was essentially adult, in this context. Together they were a remarkable team. 
 
   “I believe it,” Sam said, shaken. “But there's going to be trouble. The hospital has strict rules. Only one of their doctors can make exceptions, and they're a hard-nosed lot.”
 
   “Can you help us?” Callie asked. “You know what's at stake. Their rules can kill me.”
 
   Sam considered, desperately seeking a way. “I can't help you there, but I know one of their doctors who maybe can. I'll ask for him to see to you.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “And I'll keep my mouth shut. I picked up on Nanny's full nature being secret, and I think I understand why.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   Sam brought out his cell phone. He identified himself, then said “This one's special. Have Doctor S meet us and take over.”
 
   There was evidently a protest at the other end.
 
   “Trust me,” Sam said with conviction. “Find him wherever he is and get him there immediately. I know what I'm doing.”
 
   The phone gave up, and Sam put it away. “He'll meet us at the emergency admission desk.” He looked at Nanny. “You know what to do. Same thing you did with me. But you're going to have to tell him more. He's no patsy.”
 
   “Thank you,” Callie said again.
 
   The vehicle drew into the hospital parking lot and stopped. The back door opened, showing emergency hospital personnel. Among them was a handsome middle aged man with iron gray hair. “Sam, this better not be a joke,” he said grimly. “I had to exit a staff meeting to get here.”
 
   “Doctor Stevenson,” Sam said immediately. “Take her hand.”
 
   They would have to do it again. They needed the support of the doctor.
 
   Callie braced herself and extended her free hand, keeping the other firmly on Nanny's shoulder. The doctor took it. And paused, assimilating a phenomenal input as Nanny gave him the pain and explanation. Callie hung on, feeling the pain of Nanny's divided attention.
 
   Then he spoke. “Thank you, Sam. You're right.” And to the emergency personnel: “Put them in Room 207. Both of them—the girl and the goat. Do not separate them. I will attend to the admittance procedure and be there shortly. Do not treat her without me. Only the basics: respiration, blood pressure, and a blood sample for analysis. No medication. The girl is my patient, and her service animal must remain in direct contact with her at all times.” He smiled briefly. “Doctor's orders.”
 
   The personnel did not question him despite the strangeness of his directive. They put Callie in a wheelchair and let Nanny walk beside her.
 
   Soon they were set up in a comfortable individual room, Callie in bed, Nanny standing beside it, the girl's hand on the goat's shoulder while they checked her breathing and blood pressure.
 
   “Does—does the goat need a—a sandbox?” a nurse asked hesitantly. This was plainly an unusual situation for them.
 
   Callie translated. “A place for you to pee and poop, Nanny.” It was her thought that counted more than her words.
 
   /Not yet. But in a few hours, after you have been treated, yes. Also some edible grain, when you eat.
 
   “Not yet,” Callie said. “Thank you.” She smiled. “She's housebroken.”
 
   The nurse smiled back. This was the children's ward, and though she suspected that Doctor Stevenson was not a pediatrician (she was able to get the term from her background memory; her mind was better than it had been), he had enough clout to take her on as a patient without being challenged. She knew already that this was good; Sam had known whom to go to.
 
   While they waited, Nanny assimilated from that enhanced mind the general doctor and hospital protocols. Once they were accomplished, Nanny would be able to relax somewhat, as the girl's pain would fade.
 
   The Doctor arrived. “Privacy, please,” he said tersely, and the nurses disappeared. He quickly checked Callie's face. “You will need immediate surgery to remove the remains of your eyes before complications set in. You know you will never see again, not on your own; this is simply to reduce discomfort and make you presentable, albeit with dark glasses.”
 
   “I know,” Callie said bravely.
 
   “You know that your parents are dead, and you are now an orphan with no feasible nearest of kin. The authorities will take over and administer their estate until you come of age to inherit it.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You are seven years old. Yet you are able to cope.”
 
   “Nanny helps me cope,” Callie agreed.
 
   “That was my point. I am prescribing no pain medication. You have something phenomenally better. Now may I commune with Nanny?”
 
   Callie understood what he meant. He had touched the goat before, and discovered the power of her presence. They had to be open with him, so he could help them beyond the immediate medical crisis. “Can you keep a secret?”
 
   “Yes,” he replied seriously.
 
   “Yes,” she echoed, giving permission.
 
   Now he put his hand on the goat's back, beside Callie's hand. Mental communication was established. “What are you?” he demanded, verbalizing for focus as Callie did. “You are no ordinary farmyard goat despite your appearance. You have powers unknown to medical science. Can I trust you to truly see to this child's welfare?” He had evidently done some spot research in the interim, on Callie's background and on the local goats. That brief mental taste at the EMT vehicle had of course alerted him to Nanny's extraordinary nature, and to the need to keep it private.
 
   And Nanny gave it to him: her alien origin, her data recording mission, her reason to associate with Callie. The mutual need. The secrecy. Because this was a two way street; she had picked up on his general competence and sharp intellect. His interest in doing the right thing. He could be trusted, and they needed him. He was the most useful ally they were likely to find.
 
   “You made a deal with the child,” Dr. Stevenson said. “I respect that; it is fair to say that Callie survives her trauma because of you. Now you must make a deal with me: all your information for all my support. It is the only way you can avoid unkind discovery.”
 
   His accumulated medical background made it clear that he was correct. He was not threatening them, but summarizing the situation. They needed to commit completely to each other. 
 
   Nanny made the deal.
 
   “We'll get you shored up, Callie. Then I will take you home with me.” Again that quirk of a smile. “The local orphanage would not understand about Nanny, and we don't want to make them understand. With luck and endeavor we may be able to keep the secret, at least for six months.”
 
   Then he was gone, and the staff found them food and a sandbox. It looked more convenient than the bedpan Callie was stuck with. They ate, and napped. 
 
   The Doctor returned. “Melinda—that's my wife—says okay. I knew she would. She likes children and animals, and she's a science fiction buff. You will get along. Tomorrow the surgery, and to your new home the day after.”
 
   “Great, Doctor Stevenson,” Callie said, relieved. Nanny kept her emotionally and physically balanced, but couldn't do it indefinitely; she would need to rest at some point.
 
   “Call me Sterling; we will surely be friends.” He glanced at Nanny. “There will be the bureaucracy to wrestle with; I can handle most of it, but at some point we may need to persuade a key official. You will need to touch him, to satisfy him that all is in order. That a service goat may be unusual, but not impossible. After all, there are service monkeys and service horses; it's not limited to dogs. That will be all he needs to know of your nature: that you are finely trained and competent. That there is no reason for further investigation.”
 
   “He will know that,” Callie answered for Nanny. “And no more.”
 
   “One thing,” Sterling said. “Service dogs are working dogs; they are not supposed to be petted while on the job. But I wonder whether there should be an exception in this case, because--”
 
   “Because petting is touching!” Callie exclaimed, seeing it. “And anybody who touches Nanny will know right away she's just a regular goat, only trained to be a companion.” Which was the convenient lie.
 
   “That is my thought,” Sterling agreed. “But once the sick children here get word she's like a pet, they'll swarm you. There will be no need to commune thoroughly, but a trace of good feeling will be in order.” He understood that full communion was a burden, but incidental feeling could be managed.
 
   “And then everyone will know Nanny's okay,” Callie said. Then she thought of another aspect. “And that they don't need to pet her more than once, because she is a service animal.”
 
   “It's clear that there's nothing wrong with your mind,” Sterling agreed. “But it will probably be best if anyone who doesn't have a need-to-know does not catch on that you can actually see through her eyes. You need to be the blind girl throughout.”
 
   Callie hadn't thought of that. If they knew she could do that, the whole world will swoop in to find out more, and secrets would become impossible. “Yes, I will be the blind girl,” she agreed.
 
   The Doctor was already demonstrating his value as an ally, because Nanny hadn't thought of that aspect either. There were still pitfalls to navigate.
 
   They had a good night's sleep, thanks to Nanny's continuing emotional support. Nanny needed the rest as much as Callie did, having emotively touched three people in short order. That had drained her, but Callie's sleep allowed her to recover.
 
   In the morning they skipped breakfast and went to the lab for surgery. A number of people they passed were openly startled, especially the children. “She's a Service Goat,” the attending nurse explained. “Yes, you may pet her.” That much had been explained to the nurse: that this animal liked the attention.
 
   Their progress was delayed while several children and some adults petted Nanny. But each one quickly cleared out, not realizing that along with the satisfaction of the touch had come a directive to move on. Callie suffered no split-focus pangs; this was incidental contact.
 
   The surgeon was amazed. “No anesthetic? This work is necessary, but it's hardly painless.”
 
   Sterling was there. “She has the anesthetic she requires. Just let her hold on to her service goat and she will endure.” He did not want to risk the chance of the anesthetic interfering with Nanny's control; that could be disaster.
 
   And so it was. Callie had her eyes and optic nerves cut out and cauterized without flinching. She did feel the pain, but it was distant and mild and necessary.
 
   Then, her eye sockets bandaged, she was wheeled away, still holding on to Nanny, leaving the surgeon bemused.
 
   Because she had no general anesthesia to clear her system, Callie was able to remain active that day. In the afternoon she and Nanny visited several children's wards. Not only did the children delight in the petting visit, they seemed to have a general improvement in their moods. The nurses marveled, thinking it was only the joy of the unusual visit. None of them had any further curiosity about the phenomenon.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 5: Ceremony
 
   The girl Caladia returned to school, the second grade, with dark glasses covering her bandages. It was surprisingly prompt. The goat went with her. They seemed to have the same effect on the children and teachers as they had at the hospital, with all of them quickly joining the silence beyond the school. The goat had to be responsible.
 
    Now the evidence grew that the girl, despite lacking any eyes at all, could indeed see. Just by touching the goat. She had to be seeing through the goat's eyes.
 
   “That's another weirdie,” Venus said.
 
   “And of course there's nothing in the official reports,” Ben said. “It's just one big school secret that no one will tell outside. Just that there's a child with a nice Service Goat.”
 
   “As alien monsters go, this isn't much,” Venus said.
 
   “I'm not earning my pay. What little I have on this doesn't even satisfy me, let alone my employer. I'm spinning my wheels.”
 
   “I could try to infiltrate the school, get a close-up gander at that goat.”
 
   “No. Not only would it put you at risk of discovery, I don't think you should touch that goat.”
 
   “Why not?” She smiled, as she did often now, without artifice. “Everyone else does.”
 
   “And everyone else joins the conspiracy of silence. I don't want you risking that mind control.”
 
   “What else can we do? We're stalled here.”
 
   “A lot of investigation consists of simply biding one's time, waiting for the key clue, which can occur purely by chance. And research. You never know what may be relevant. It's time to do our homework.”
 
   She frowned. Patience was not her strong suit, any more than homework. “Which is?”
 
   “Studying about Service Animals. I think I already know most of it, because I've seen them in action, but I need to be sure.”
 
   “I hate studying. That's one reason I ran away from home.”
 
   Neither was discipline her suit, but she would have to learn it. “I'm an investigator, on a mission. You can help, or get out of my way.”
 
   She pouted. “You drive a hard bargain. How about a kiss for every five minutes I stay with it?”
 
   “How about strip poker while we're at it?” he snapped. “This isn't a joke. I'm trying to do a job here.”
 
   Venus shrank back, hurt. She might be exaggerating, but it got to him, as she surely intended. He had to make it right. 
 
   “Compromise. You read the material and phrase it as questions. When I get it right, we move on to the next.”
 
   “And when you get it wrong?”
 
   “One of us will remove an item of clothing. We'll alternate.” Because she wanted to get them both naked.
 
   “And when the clothing is gone?”
 
   “We start the kissing. Your way.”
 
   She nodded. “Deal.” Her way was emphatically seductive, and naked would be deadly; they'd soon be in bed. He simply needed to get the material covered before that happened.
 
   They got on it. He had downloaded an essay on Service Dog Requirements. He wanted to see how close the Goat was to such a Dog.
 
   “Temperament,” she read. “People oriented. But not overly friendly. Yes or no?”
 
   Ben considered. The giveaway was “overly.” Police dogs, seeing-eye dogs, hearing-ear dogs, low blood pressure sensing dogs, and all, had to be able to handle people, but couldn't afford to be distracted by every passing person. “Yes. Tolerant but not too much.”
 
   Her frown was not sincere; she knew she'd get her chances. “Right. Next is Work Ethic. Must be always alert, primarily loyal to the person being served. If there were a fire in a theater, the dog will get the dog and owner out first. Yes?”
 
   The dog had to orient first on the person it served; others could take care of themselves. “Yes.”
 
   “Right. Medical Environment. Service Dogs are unexpected by most people in doctors' offices and hospital emergency rooms, but Federal Law states that a Service Dog can go anywhere that has access to the public. Yes?”
 
   Anywhere? That was a stretch. “No.”
 
   Venus smiled. “Gotcha. The law says anywhere.” She removed her shirt, exposing her well filled bra.
 
   “Damn.” But she knew it was a token protest; he loved seeing her body, whatever the pretext.
 
   “The Americans With Disabilities Act—the ADA—is written to include many types of Service Animal, even including other species besides canines. Yes?”
 
   This was interesting. “Does it identify the animals?”
 
   She perused the text. “Not in this article. I think they mean horses, or monkeys, or maybe comfort animals like friendly cats.”
 
   “So it could include a Service Goat.”
 
   “I guess. But you didn't answer the question.”
 
   “I'm saying yes.”
 
   “Right. Next one: The Service Dog has to be able to handle restaurants and other places of business, where there can be stairs, escalators, and elevators. Which one of these must be avoided?”
 
   “The elevator. The dog won't want to risk them getting trapped in a moving box that might get stuck between floors.”
 
   “Wrong. It's the escalator. Those moving stairs can catch and trap the paws of a Service Dog. So the animal has to stay clear of them for its own safety. Take off your shirt.”
 
   Ben obliged. This was turning out to be more interesting than he had expected, apart from the strip tease.
 
   “Grocery stores have to accept Service Dogs also. The dog has to ignore enticing food smells and STAY ON TASK with its person. People there will want to ask questions and pet the Service Dog, especially if they have children. Okay?”
 
   “Questions, yes. Petting, no. Explain that this is a working dog, not just a pet.”
 
   “Right.” But she was thoughtful. “That goat gets petted all the time, and doesn't mind being mobbed.”
 
   “And she's not a Comfort Animal. She's enabling the girl to be fully functional. So that's a significant difference.” 
 
   “We're getting there,” Venus said. “You know, I'm actually finding this interesting.”
 
   “So am I,” Ben said, staring into her bra.
 
   She laughed, which animated the contents of the bra, and resumed reading. “The Service Dog must understand about crutches, which may look like a weapon. Same for a cane.”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   They continued, and did manage to complete the material before running out of clothing. Which was just as well, because by then they were more than ready for the Kissing Stage.
 
   Still, the investigation was on hold until they found a better way to score on the Goat without exposing their effort.
 
   “I'm going batty here, no offense,” Venus complained. “Catering to you is fine, but I can't risk being seen in public. I can't go out and paint the town. With the investigation stalled, I need something to take my attention.”
 
   She had a case. Was there any way to make her satisfied with her unavoidable social confinement? “What would you like to do?”
 
   “Apart from marrying you? Not much.”
 
   Damn; he had walked into that one. Still, maybe there was an avenue. “You know we can't do it legally; you have no legal existence, and don't want it.”
 
   “I know,” she said sadly. “Unless your employer means it about squaring both our records, which I think is a long shot. You're great, Ben. I just wish--” She shrugged. “I don't know if what I wish is remotely possible.”
 
   “But we could marry unofficially.”
 
   She caught on immediately. “Our own little ceremony! Just the two of us. You'd do that?”
 
   “Yes, I believe I would, to keep you happy.”
 
   “Only me?”
 
   “Me too,” he agreed.
 
   She smiled. “But it wouldn't be real.”
 
   “It will be real to us. Isn't that what counts? The personal commitment?”
 
   “And if you make it, you'll honor it.”
 
   “Yes. I think we have reached that stage.”
 
   She became radiant. “Yes! We'll speak our own lines, as they do in that pacifist religion.”
 
   “The Quakers. Yes.”
 
   “And I can wear a bridal gown.”
 
   “I'll rent one your size.”
 
   “And I'll bake a cake. I'm learning how.”
 
   “I'll buy candles.”
 
   “No, that's for birthdays. This needs a little bride & groom figurine.”
 
   “No candles,” he agreed.
 
   They did it. The preparations took several days, but Venus was thrilled with every detail, and actually he was into the spirit of it too. They set it up in the living room, facing a picture of Niagara Falls, and took turns speaking their lines. 
 
   “I, Benjamin Hemoth, take thee, Venus Intra, to be my informally wedded wife, to have and to hold...”
 
   “I, Venus Intra, take thee, Benjamin Hemoth, to be my informally wedded husband, to have and hold in bed..”
 
   It got hard to continue, because they were both laughing. But beneath the humor was a desperate seriousness. They were indeed committing to each other, for as long as their association endured.
 
   But how were they ever going to fathom the mysteries of the Goat?
 
   


  
 

Chapter 6: School
 
   The following day Sterling took them to his home in the suburb, where his wife Melinda, at first a bit cautious, soon became a friend. Her iron gray hair exactly matched her husband's, and she was as handsome as he, in her way. “This much you must know, in fairness, Lin,” Sterling told her. “The goat has a kind of shared empathy that makes folk like her. She is unusual.”
 
   “I know,” Linda said. “She just told me. I will not betray her confidence.”
 
   So the Doctor had not told her, but Nanny had found her worthy. Callie knew she would like this family. Indeed, the hugs were frequent. These were people that Callie and Nanny would have liked quite apart from their need of a refuge, and it seemed that the two of them were folk that Sterling and Melinda would have liked regardless.
 
   It turned out that the doctor and his wife had wanted to have children and pets of their own, but their careers, his as a doctor, hers as a nurse practitioner, and their poverty during their early training, had not allowed the leeway. Now they could afford a family, but were beyond the age. 
 
   Callie and Nanny became that family and pet. This was not the goat's doing; they just fit. Callie would never have sacrificed her original family, had she had any choice, but she realized that she was at least as well off here as she had been before.
 
   Her convalescence over, Callie had to return to school. Fortunately it was a magnet school, with children from the whole area, so she didn't have to change to a new one. It was just that now she would be personally driven there, instead to taking the school bus, because of her injury and her companion. The school administrators thought that a goat on a school bus would be disruptive. They were surely correct.
 
   Melinda drove them to the school on the first day of Callie's return, and conducted them inside. The skids had been greased, as it were, and there were no unreasonable challenges. Callie was checked in, and then they went to her second grade homeroom.
 
   The homeroom teacher, Isabel Gentry, had of course been briefed, but she was a tough minded woman who would not have allowed any kind of animal in her classroom had she not been under orders. As it was, she was plainly expecting mischief. That was unfortunate, because she was actually an innovative teacher with a liberal philosophy of education. She managed to include intriguing bits of a wide range of readings that turned the children on, and those who passed through her class emerged with a lifelong appreciation of literature. Callie had been fortunate to be in her class, and was fortunate to be able to return to it.
 
   “Nanny Goat is friendly,” Melinda told the teacher, tackling the problem head-on. “Perhaps you will want to have Callie do a class report of her experience, and how she came to acquire a Service Animal.”
 
   “I will do that,” Miss Isabel said, rising to the challenge.
 
   “Unlike other Service Animals, Nanny can be petted,” Melinda continued. “Try it.”
 
   The teacher grimly extended her hand and tapped the goat's back. At which point the grimness vanished. “Yes indeed,” she said with much greater enthusiasm. Linda realized that Nanny had given her not just an I'm okay signal, but a full mental/emotional connection. She must have recognized Miss Isabel as a potential key asset. That was a surprise, but a nice one.
 
   Callie and Nanny stood before the assembled class. Callie had been shy in her prior life, but was shy no longer. “This is Nanny Goat,” she said. “I must hold on to her because I got hurt and am still recovering.” She touched her dark glasses meaningfully. “She guides me so I don't get lost and don't bang into things or fall. That's why I keep my hand always on her. She's my Service Goat. That's like a Service Dog or a Seeing-Eye Dog. Once I finish my talk, you may come up and pet her; she's friendly.”
 
   There had been some tittering as they took the stage, but now the interest of a friendly pet in the classroom compelled more specific interest. Callie had their full attention.
 
   “Nanny won't pay you much notice, because she's focusing mainly on helping me, but she knows you're there. She likes kids, being a goat herself.” She smiled; the children of goats were kids. “And if some bully tries to do something bad, she'll ram her horns up his--” She glanced at the teacher. “Butt I won't say that.” Nanny made a little butting motion with her head.
 
   There was a laugh. The kids loved getting away with bad words, and butting a bully wasn't bad either. Melinda had faded back against the wall, not leaving until she was sure Callie was re-established, just as a real mother would. She allowed a trace of a smile as she saw how well it was going.
 
   Now Callie got serious. “We were driving home, but got caught in the bad storm. This tornado took hold of us and tossed us into a tree. My folks were killed, and a branch ripped through the car window and took out my eyes. I can show you if you want.” She touched her dark glasses.
 
   “Show us!” the children chorused happily.
 
   Miss Isabel opened her mouth to forbid it, but Callie took them off before she could speak. She flashed the class with her bandages. “Maybe once the band-aids come off, I can really freak you out with my empty eyeball sockets.” She had faked them out.
 
   “Meanwhile Nanny was lost in the storm too, and needed to be with someone. So she found me and helped me get out of the wrecked car, and stood by me until the EMT folk came. Being with her really helped me, and I guess maybe I helped her too, so now we're together, and she's my Service Goat. Now you can come up one by one and meet her.”
 
   Of course the children didn't take proper turns; they swarmed to the front, each wanting to be the first to touch the goat. Nanny tolerated this, and the children quickly returned to their desks with mildly awed expressions. Now they knew not only that the goat was for real, but that they wanted to help her in any way they could. A Service Goat made perfect sense.
 
   Melinda nodded, and quietly departed, satisfied. She knew what the others did not: that Nanny had given Callie not only stability, but amplified her intelligence and poise so that she could handle a situation like this. Now the whole class was on her side.
 
   That was important, because the whole class's support became vital. They were practicing reading, learning new words, slowly improving their skill. But Callie had no eyes. How could she read?
 
   “Callie, you may listen,” Miss Isabel said. “You can hear what the others read aloud. You will need to have a good memory, however.”
 
   But Callie had another notion. “Please, it's a secret. But I can read, I think.”
 
   The teacher smiled tolerantly. “You do have your class reading book on your desk. However--”
 
   Callie opened the book and angled it so that the printed pages faced Nanny's nearer eye. The goat could not focus the way a person could, but she could do a lot with a single eye. She could discern the print.
 
   “This is the story of a boy named Dirk and a girl named Jayne,” she read. “Dirk and Jayne are friends.”
 
   The whole class laughed.
 
   “We all have pretty much memorized the opening sentences of the book,” Miss Isabel said. “But can you read this?” She started printing on the blackboard with chalk.
 
   Callie and Nanny oriented on the board. “When in the course of human events it becomes ness—necessary for one people to dissolve the poli—political bands which have connected them with another, and to assume among the Powers of the earth--” 
 
   Now there was no laughter. “You can't have memorized the Declaration of Independence!” the teacher said sternly.
 
   “No, ma'am, I didn't. But I can read it, except for the bigger words. Nanny helps me, but she doesn't know all the words either.”
 
   Miss Isabel pursed her lips thoughtfully. “I believe this will be our little secret, our class's secret,” she said, her gaze challenging the other children. Not one of them protested. Then she dropped the matter. After that Callie took her turns reading in the normal manner, being one of the group. They all acted as if this were perfectly normal.
 
   In the following days, Callie became a star in class. She could see the teacher and the blackboard through Nanny's eyes, and was lightning quick to assimilate and answer all questions. She had been a mediocre student, but Nanny enabled her to organize her thoughts and memories more efficiently.
 
   It was good for Nanny, too, because her mission was to gather information, and now it was being fed to her in a trough. She was learning all about the activities of the human species, filling her data banks.
 
   Of course the children and Miss Isabel caught on to the powerful role Nanny was playing in Callie's performance. But each morning they touched the goat and reviewed their personal joy of the contact and their commitment to keep the secret. The teacher approved, in part because her class was the best behaved in the school, and her children were progressing much faster than others. This reflected well on the teacher. The goat was good for all of them.
 
   But the word was spreading, not only about the Service Goat, but about her effect on Callie and her class. Other teachers questioned the second grade homeroom teacher. Word reached the school principal. Who then dropped in on the class. They had no warning so could not escape him.
 
   Principal York Applebaum was a rotund, friendly, but competent man who preferred good feelings but could discipline an errant boy so that he would not repeat the offense. The grade school was well run, and the teachers were largely left alone, which was the way they preferred it, but there was a hidden edge.
 
   Now he was at his friendliest. That made Miss Isabel nervous; Applebaum could be deadly when smiling. Nanny picked up on her subtle flinch, and warned Callie that something was up, and it probably concerned them.
 
   “You are doing well here, all of you,” the Principal said sunnily. “Unusually well. You are to be commended for your application and behavior.”
 
   Miss Isabel flinched again, but kept silent in the manner of a battlefield commander keeping her head down as enemy artillery zeroed in on their position. 
 
   “And you have a child with a Service Animal,” Applebaum continued as if this were an afterthought. “Who I hear is no trouble at all. In fact I understand that Nanny—do I have the name right?--is quite popular, in class and on the playground.” He smiled broadly. Even the other children flinched now. Of course he had the name right; he knew all about the goat from daily school reports. What mischief was he up to?
 
   “As it happens, there is no record of such a Service Animal in any of the training facilities. No record of a formal placement with a child. It is as if this marvelous creature suddenly appeared from nowhere. Isn't that curious? It is probably merely an error in the records that will be corrected in due course. But I thought I had better check into it myself, just in case.”
 
   The artillery was oriented and about to fire. They were at ground zero. They could only wait, helplessly.
 
   “In fact, I understand that the child is always in direct physical contact with the animal. That it is almost as if she can see through its eyes, having none of her own, so is able to perform well in class. That she has become one of the brightest students in this school, far beyond her nominal level. Isn't that remarkable?”
 
   Now the nuclear cannon was pointed right at them from point blank range. The children seemed to be holding their collective breath.
 
   Miss Isabel made a decision of desperation. “Yes, Caladia is fortunate to have her Service Goat. The rest of us support her, knowing the tragedy of her background. We wish her no further ill. Perhaps you should meet Callie and Nanny directly.” She looked directly at Callie as if asking permission.
 
   Translation: they had to have him touch the Goat and join the conspiracy of silence. They tried to keep that inner circle limited, but there seemed to be no other way to stop this juggernaut. Would Nanny agree?
 
   Nanny agreed. She could either make the man forget this contact and have no interest in repeating it, or she could recruit him to the conspiracy. She decided, efficiently, as was her wont.
 
   Callie stood up and spoke up. “Yes, Mr. Applebaum. It is an honor to meet you personally. You may pet my Goat.” She and Nanny made their way to the front of the class. There was not a peep from any of the children, who knew what that touch would signify.
 
   The principal reached out and patted Nanny's shoulder. And paused. “Oh, my,” he breathed. “This is a good deal more than I anticipated.”
 
   He had received the package. He understood about the goat, and would labor to protect the secret.
 
   He recovered quickly. “So nice to have met you, Caladia and Nanny Goat. I shall be on my way now.” He turned and departed.
 
   “Is he going to tell?” a child asked plaintively.
 
   “No,” Callie said. “He won't tell. He'll help us when he has to.”
 
   “Now we will return to our normal classroom activity,” Miss Isabel said, visibly relieved.
 
   But the secret was slowly leaking out. How much longer could the balloon inflate before it burst?
 
   


  
 

Chapter 7: Horns 
 
   “We simply don't have enough,” Ben said. “My employer is going to shut this operation down if I don't produce soon.”
 
   “And we do like the money,” Venus said.
 
   “It's more than that. I don't like to fail in an investigation, any kind. That wounds my pride.”
 
   “Okay,” she said in a businesslike manner. “Nothing's doing at their house; we've tried to spy on it at night and it's totally ordinary. But maybe there's something to be seen at the school.”
 
   “Nobody's talking there either.”
 
   “But they know, and kids can be careless. We might learn something just watching those children. Juveniles may be canny; I remember, having been one not long ago.”
 
   “Not that you ever acted like one.”
 
   She smiled. “Not that I was ever given the chance. They say the average girl has her first sex at age fifteen. I was an old hand by then.”
 
   “You did know that was illegal?”
 
   “I knew. The men around me evidently didn't.” It was a familiar lie. The men knew, but didn't care.
 
   Ben was curious. “Just how young did you start?”
 
   “Young enough so I can't remember the first times. So I learned how to make the most of it. That made life easier, especially as I got my curves.”
 
   “I wonder how many of those innocent children at the school are similar?”
 
   “Not many, but more than people realize. They learn early that it is dangerous to try to tell.” She spread her hands in a what can you do gesture. “I finally got lucky with you. Now I want to do what was a chore before.” She paused briefly. “So do we go stake out the school?”
 
   He shrugged. “Might as well. We've got time on our hands.”
 
   “Speaking of which...” She took his hands and stroked her own body with them. One thing led to another, as she intended, and they finished on the bed. It was as if she needed to prove herself every few hours. He had no objection.
 
   In due course they staked out the school, parking beyond the playground and surveying it with field glasses from inside the car.
 
   “If anyone comes--” Ben said.
 
   “I know: suddenly we're making out. Not only does it give us a reason to be parked there without driving on, it discourages closer inspection, and it conceals our faces so we can't readily be recognized.”
 
   “You're a born investigator!”
 
   “I've spied on people before. Sometimes I've taken pictures. They can be useful.”
 
   He laughed. “I'm afraid you'll find the schoolyard pretty dull.”
 
   “You never can tell.”
 
   It was already dull, as successive waves of children came out to play in their periods. Venus kept her eyes on the yard while teasingly tickling his leg and thigh. He did not reprove her, but neither did he yield. This was a business post. 
 
   “Are we really common law married?” she asked.
 
   “Well, normally it requires time, such as five years living as man and wife. But during those years what is it, if not marriage?”
 
   “Being with you is just so much better than I ever thought I'd wind up. You're just such a great man. I—say, there they are.”
 
   He saw. The goat was instantly recognizable. Many children went up simply to pet it and move on. There seemed to be a thing about the animal; everyone had to renew its acquaintance.
 
   Then something unusual happened. A small creature dropped down from the spreading branch of an oak tree. “That's a raccoon,” Ben said. “What's it doing there? They don't make pets of them here, because--”
 
   “Oh, boy,” Venus breathed. “It is. It really is.”
 
   “Rabid,” he said.
 
   The children, at first curious, were quickly waved back by the school groundskeeper. But the animal was between them and the school building. It advanced on them.
 
   Suddenly the goat was there, alone, no longer touching the blind child Caladia. That was unusual; they had, as far as Ben knew, always been in direct contact with each other. The goat lowered its head and made as if to butt the raccoon, ineffective as that might be. There was contact, and the raccoon was hurled out of the school yard.
 
   Then Ben and Venus's jaws dropped in unison.
 
   “Did you see that?” Venus asked.
 
   “Those horns are mobile!”
 
   “They just straightened out like spears and stabbed that raccoon to death!”
 
   “That's one deadly fighting animal,” Ben concluded, as the goat got washed off and rejoined the girl. “Not just a companion.”
 
   “Now we've got something to report.”
 
   He considered. “Not yet. We need to know more about it, to make the report credible. So my employer won't think I'm making it up to keep the job going.”
 
   “But you know that none of those school folk will let on, if they even noticed,” she said. “I'll bet there won't even be a newspaper mention.”
 
   “I'll bet you're right. We've already seen about as much as we'll ever know. It's that conspiracy of silence. We've run afoul of it before. Unless--”
 
   “Unless I go meet the goat,” she concluded.
 
   “Venus, I wasn't asking you to do that! You know you can't risk touching that creature.”
 
   “Better me than you. Ben, I'd do anything for you. Now let me prove it.”
 
   “Damn it, Venus! It's dangerous.”
 
   “I will get you that missing information. About those magic horns. It's the only way.”
 
   “Horns of a dilemma,” he said, not smiling.
 
   “Which this will resolve.”
 
   “You'll join the conspiracy!”
 
   “Maybe, but you alone I will tell.”
 
   “I don't trust this! You'll be compromised, like the children.”
 
   “I'll go tomorrow. That will give you the rest of today and all night to have at me, in case I don't come back. So that at least you'll have that much of me before you lose me.”
 
   “Venus--”
 
   “I was joking, I think. I don't think that goat or anything else can keep me from you. I really do love you, Ben, and want to be with you forever. And I want to do this for you, to prove it. You do need that information. Now stop arguing and love me back.”
 
   What could he do? “I love you, Venus.”
 
   She knew he meant it. Then they were in the throes of their physical and emotional love.
 
   But Ben feared it could end tomorrow.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 8: Raccoon
 
   Linda was concerned when Callie told her about Principal Applebaum's classroom visit. “A secret can be shared only so far before it bursts its bounds and ceases to be a secret anymore.”
 
   “Yes. But Nanny decided.”
 
   “Maybe I had better talk with Nanny again. There may be more going on than she knows about.”
 
   “She says sure.”
 
   Linda took Callie's hand, so as to commune with Nanny while including Callie. “This can continue only so long,” she said, focusing her thoughts by speaking them aloud. “There are billions of people on this world, and none of them are telepathic, and really too few are sufficiently empathetic. When folk who don't know you personally learn too much about you, they will be suspicious, concerned that you are scouting us for alien conquest, and they will seek to capture you and extract all that you have to give from you. By force. The process will likely destroy you. We cannot let that happen. We may have to withdraw Callie from school and hide you both, if we can manage it. But there are complications, such as the fact that we are not Callie's true family, or even legal foster parents; we have managed to stifle inquiries so far, but at some point that dam will burst and Child Services will swoop in to take you away and probably separate you from Nanny, in their ignorance. So there are real risks even in standing pat.”
 
   “Oh, Lin!” Callie cried, hugging her with one arm. “I don't want to leave you. I love you!”
 
   “And we love you,” Linda said. “And Nanny too. Sterling intervened because it was the only way to safeguard you from the uncaring system, but you're our child now, in every way except legal. But we have to be realistic. That school principal can blow the whistle on us at any time, for one thing.”
 
   “He won't. Nanny converted him.”
 
   “But she can't convert the whole world. There will be other threats. We need to be prepared.”
 
   /How long is it likely to take until the secret bursts out?
 
   “We can only estimate,” Linda said. “The parameters are complex. One month has passed since Nanny came on the scene. Maybe six months, though it could be sooner. We don't want to be surprised.”
 
   /Nanny would be picked up by her mother ship six months from her arrival. Then the danger would be over.
 
   Callie began to cry. The goat did not understand why.
 
   “Oh, Nanny, you need that empathy,” Linda said. “You're a marvelous creature, but sometimes your alien nature betrays you.”
 
   /Empathy.
 
   “You use it constantly, Nanny,” Linda said. “It is the root of your contact telepathy. You read the feelings of others, and alter them as seems appropriate, such as diminishing the intensity of pain. You have a certain immunity from it, so that that pain does not immobilize you as it does the victim. You are handling it from outside, as it were. But I think now you need to appreciate it from the inside too, because it is substantially more than pain.”
 
   /?
 
   “Empathy is many things, among them the ability of one person to feel the feeling of another person. Not only to intellectually understand his joys and sorrows, but to actually feel them. This is accomplished, technically, by what we call mirror neurons, that react to duplicate perceived emotions. To feel another's pain. It is a cornerstone of the human condition, something that sets us apart from the animal kingdom, and generates our appreciation of the arts, which are largely symbols of our feelings.” She took a breath. “Orient on me, now; read my empathy. Locate those mirror neurons. They are no different from regular neurons, but they have a special assignment.”
 
   There was a pause as Nanny oriented.
 
   “Now assign some of your own neurons to that same program.” This was one of the special things the alien goat could do.
 
   Another pause. Callie did not understand exactly what they were doing, but knew that it was important. She felt the concentration of both parties.
 
   “Now activate that new circuit and focus on Callie's feeling about you. Careful; this will be a heavy dose.”
 
   Now it was the goat who rocked back. She had gotten the dose.
 
   Linda removed her hand from Callie's, breaking the physical contact. “And now you understand, don't you, Nanny?”
 
   Nanny understood. She had known how to relate to sentient creatures, how to suppress their pain, and how to imprint certain simple emotions, such as the desire to respect a secret. She had become very intelligent when in contact with a sapient creature, and knew how to enable that creature to better organize her mind. But she had not really felt her feelings.
 
   Callie was a disfigured, blind orphan. She would be largely helpless without Nanny's support. In addition, she loved Nanny. Love was another new concept. Nanny had defined it as a close attachment of convenience that facilitated social interactions. Now she actually felt it. That was a wholly different matter.
 
   Callie's whole new world centered on Nanny. If Nanny left, Callie would lose her joy of life and soon fade into oblivion.
 
   Now Nanny knew that she couldn't simply leave Callie after six months, even though that was her standard mission. She was assigned to learn what she could of the local sapients and then depart, leaving them ignorant of her mission. But because she had had to actually connect with one of them, she had learned more rapidly, and more deeply. She had learned feeling. Now she was governed by it, as the humans were. She could not handle the grief.
 
   “Oh Nanny!” Callie said. “Are you crying? I didn't know goats could cry.”
 
   A goat might not be able to cry, but an alien visitor in the form of a goat could. Now that she had discovered the feeling that evoked it.
 
   And what of Nanny herself? She had not valued her life as such, and had been ready to be melted into protoplasm once her mission was done. But now she felt the joy of life, and did not want to give it up. Even if she was not melted, and was assigned to a new mission, she would suffer from the loss of the companionship of the human girl and her friends, such as Linda. Nanny's friends. It was a new dimension, and she did not know how to address it.
 
   “I think you have a problem, Nanny,” Linda said. “A conflict between your mission and your emotion. You may have to choose between them. You are no longer a pure alien; you are becoming humanized.”
 
   She was indeed. And she could not choose. The alien and the human were at war within her.
 
   “I understand that once a person and a service dog have bonded, separating them is a terrible thing,” Linda said. “They need each other. As the two of you do.”
 
   Yes. Callie needed Nanny, but now Nanny needed Callie beyond the convenience she represented in relating to the local sapients and gleaning their information. She needed her for love. That was both more wonderful and more terrible than she could readily assimilate.
 
   “But we do have several months to work it out,” Linda concluded.
 
   Otherwise it would work itself out, and that would likely be disastrous on several fronts.
 
   *
 
   A few days later they were playing in the schoolyard—play was another wonderful new concept—when there was an interruption. An animal dropped out of a tree and faced the children, saliva dripping from its mouth. Nanny recognized it from their lessons. It was a raccoon. And it was rabid. That meant that its saliva was poisonous; it's bite could mean madness and death.
 
   Unfortunately their way back into the school building was beyond the creature. Chance had given it a rare opportunity to score.
 
   As it happened, the groundskeeper was there. He recognized the danger. “Clear back, away from it, slowly,” he called with simulated calmness. “Do not touch it. Just get away.”
 
   But the raccoon was having none of that. It oriented on the children and advanced. Its urge was to charge and bite, spreading the virus. 
 
   A girl screamed.
 
   The raccoon heard her and moved in her direction.
 
   “We've got to stop it,” Callie said. “We've got to—to kill it. So it can't bite anyone.” She paused as Nanny queried her. “But maybe it can hurt you too!” she protested.
 
   No. The goat's flesh was alien. It would not be affected.
 
   Callie braced herself. “Then do it. I'll be all right.”
 
   The goat left her, then charged the raccoon. Nanny intercepted the creature with her sharply pointed, forward aiming horns. She speared it, lifted her head, and heaved it high through the air, out of the school yard. It was already dead.
 
   The children cheered. The groundskeeper stared. “Movable horns?” he asked himself unbelievingly. He had of course seen the goat around the school, and knew she was a Service Animal, but had not directly interacted with her.
 
   Callie fought to control her own horror of her abrupt blindness and isolation. “Wash the blood off her horns!” she called.
 
   “Yes, of course,” the man said. “That blood must touch no one.” Then he called to the goat. “Nanny, come to the faucet. I must wash you off.”
 
   The goat bleated agreement. Callie couldn't see her, but sensed her movement. She was going to the man. There was the sound of water flowing. The children cheered again.
 
   “There you go, girl,” he said. “You're clean. But I don't see how you could—I mean, your horns are curved back, same as always. But what I saw--”
 
   “Pat her!” Callie called.
 
   “Good girl,” the man said, patting the goat's shoulder. “Oh, my!”
 
   He had joined the conspiracy.
 
   The principal, aware of the commotion, came out. “What happened here?”
 
   “There was a rabid raccoon,” the groundskeeper said. “The goat—handled it.”
 
   “She would,” Applebaum agreed. He glanced at the children. “Nothing happened here, right?”
 
   “Right!” the children chorused. They might differ with the principal, and fear him occasionally, but when it came to the goat, they were all on the same side.
 
   Nanny returned to Callie. Now her personal horror faded out, and she could see again. Separation had been a horror; still, she had handled it. That gave her pride.
 
   But not all the children in the yard had been part of the conspiracy, and some of them had seen the changing horns. Naturally their stories would not be believed, especially when not supported by other children or the groundskeeper, but word was inexorably leaking out.
 
   Back home, Callie explained what had happened to Sterling and Melinda, including the changing horns. Now Nanny demonstrated for them. Her horns rapidly straightening out, becoming sharply pointed, aggressive weapons, then curled back into place. Her hooves, too, could become deadly weapons. Indeed, she was no ordinary goat; she was a combat creature. But she would never hurt a friend.
 
   “And an alien planet can be a dangerous place,” Sterling said. “So a data-gatherer needs to be able to defend herself. I'll bet that's not all you can do.”
 
   It was not. But Nanny showed her powers only when the need was critical.
 
   “The secret is tottering on the edge of discovery,” Sterling said grimly. “This is mischief.”
 
   “Not as much mischief as losing a child to rabies,” Linda said.
 
   “But the newspaper will be catching on. There are some pretty sharp reporters. Soon there'll be articles.”
 
   “Maybe not,” Linda said with false hope. 
 
   There were no articles, because the reporters went first to Principal Applebaum, who assured them that though there had been an incident with a rabid raccoon, the groundskeeper had bravely speared it and killed it. Goat? What did the goat have to do with this? That was simply a Service Animal, similar in this respect to a dog, there to assist a blind child. 
 
   The Principal was an admirable liar.
 
   But the pressure was building. Six months seemed prohibitively far distant, yet also distressingly close, considering the likely loss of the goat.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 9: Revelation
 
   They were both tired from their night of desperate passion, but the decision was firm: Venus would visit the goat that evening. Then they relaxed and slept for much of the day, holding hands. Because they knew Venus would have to be at her best for this dreaded encounter. It might indeed take her out of the game.
 
   Ben drove her to the Doctor's house. They kissed one last clinging time, then she got out, while he waited in the car. Venus knew she was impressive; she was dressed conservatively in a skirt and blouse with a high decolletage, sensible low-heeled shoes, minimal makeup, and her hair in a neat ponytail. There was nothing seductive about her; she was just a pretty girl.
 
   Her time with Ben was slowly making her that way inside as well as outside. He was teaching her discipline and responsibility, as well as an increasing concern for whatever effect her actions had on the world beyond. She was growing up. She liked that.
 
   She walked up to knock on the door. They had not called ahead; she wanted to surprise them.
 
   The door opened to show a mature and handsome woman with iron gray hair: the doctor's wife. “Yes?”
 
   “Please, you don't know me, but I must talk to you. My name is Venus.”
 
   The woman frowned. “If you are selling something--”
 
   “I know about the mobile horns.”
 
   The woman took stock. “I am Melinda Stevenson. Come in, please.”
 
   And there they were, waiting to see the visitor: Doctor, Girl, and Goat. The doctor's hair matched the color of his wife's tresses, while the girl was a blonde who would be pretty when she grew up, except for the eye bandages that were not fully concealed by her dark glasses. The goat looked like a quite ordinary doe. “Uh, hello,” Venus said, abruptly out of sorts. She somehow had not thought to rehearse this encounter.
 
   “My husband Sterling, our foster child Caladia, and her Service Goat Nanny,” Melinda said. “This is Venus. She knows about the horns.”
 
   The air in the room seemed to congeal. “What is your business with us?” Dr. Stevenson asked curtly.
 
   “Please, this is awkward,” Venus said. “May I sit down?” Which was not what she had intended to say; it just came out.
 
   Melinda gestured to a chair, and she and the doctor took chairs facing it. The girl stood beside the goat, her hand firmly on its back. Her face was oriented on Venus, and it was oddly as if she were looking at her. But of course she was; she could see via the goat. They had concluded that almost at the outset. It simply was eerie to be the object of that eyeless vision.
 
   Venus had discussed with Ben how much she should tell them, and they had decided that when she touched the goat it would probably all come out, so she might as well tell the truth up front. “I am the—the associate of a man who is researching about the goat. About Nanny. I'm his—his common law wife. We know that Nanny has remarkable powers, among them the ability to enable Caladia to see, to impose silence about them on others, and to move her horns so that she can stab a dangerous animal if she needs to.” It was getting easier, now that she was in it. “We think that Nanny is an alien creature, but we don't know what she is doing here on Earth. We need to know more, but people don't talk much about the goat.”
 
   “What man is your husband?” the doctor asked. “For whom is he researching?”
 
   He was accepting her married status! Venus took an immediate liking for him. “He is Benjamin Hemoth. He--”
 
   “Behemoth,” the doctor said. “Formerly a newspaper reporter. He did good work. But he was fired.”
 
   “Because of me,” Venus said candidly. “I was with a teen gang he was investigating and we needed to stop him. I slipped him some of the drug, and it sent him on a rampage. It wasn't his fault. But I couldn't testify on his behalf because, well, I'm officially dead. He—he forgave me and took me in when the gang got blown up. He's a good man, and I love him. I'll do anything for him.” She was saying more than she planned, but she was under tension and it was pouring out on its own.
 
   “For whom is Ben researching?” the doctor repeated.
 
   “We don't know. It's just an anonymous voice on the phone, but the pay is good. We think maybe it's a government office. They're interested in aliens.”
 
   Now the girl spoke. “Do you want to touch Nanny?”
 
   There it was. “It, the—the thought of it terrifies me. I know that touch can change a person. But it's the only way to learn the truth about her. Because nobody will talk. I've got to join the—the conspiracy of silence. Only I can't promise to be silent myself.”
 
   The doctor and his wife looked at the girl and goat. It was plainly their decision.
 
   “They'll both have to touch,” Caladia said. She was only seven years old, but she seemed to be the one in authority here.
 
   “You mean Ben?” Venus asked, “He can't do that! That's why I'm doing it. To protect him.”
 
   The girl's dark glasses looked right at her and she smiled, which was unsettling. “We'll see. We know about protecting the ones we love. Now it's your turn.”
 
   Girl and goat stepped forward together, perfectly coordinated, approaching Venus. They stood before her, within reach. “I need to warn you that there are two kinds of touches,” Callie said. “The innocent one that the children do, and the serious one that only key people do. Yours will be serious. It won't hurt you, but will shake you up. You don't have to do it.” Her evident maturity and certainty remained unsettling. This was a child only in body.
 
   “But if I don't, we'll never know more about the—about Nanny.”
 
   “Yes, you won't.” They waited.
 
   What could she do? Venus reached out unsteadily and touched the goat's neck.
 
   And rocked back without letting go. It was as if she had touched a high voltage wire, and was being electrocuted. Only it was information that was pouring into her, and attitude. Suddenly she understood the enormous significance of the goat's presence and mission. Her own spying mission paled beside it. This was a contact between worlds, the first interplanetary association, of transcendent importance.
 
   And she couldn't share it with anyone else. Only with those who already knew, like the doctor and his wife. And—the thought brought the information—Sam the EMT man, the schoolteacher Miss Isabel, and Principal Applebaum. They were the elites, the chosen few, almost like disciples. She was joining an extremely privileged group.
 
   She felt unworthy.
 
   “No, you are worthy,” Callie said. “You just don't really know it yet. Now fetch Mr. Hemoth.”
 
   “But he-- he's not supposed to touch the goat,” Venus protested. “To avoid being compromised. I'm supposed to tell him what I have learned here.” She paused, halfway smiling. “Though it would take years, if I could do it at all. There's just so much!”
 
   “We understand,” Melinda said. And of course they did. They had touched the goat. “Tell him. He must decide on his own. We'll wait.” She seemed to know how Ben would decide. 
 
   Venus nodded. She got up and left the house. She walked out to the waiting car. She got in beside Ben. “I touched it. I can't tell you. Except to say that they want you, and it won't hurt you.”
 
   “Kiss me.”
 
   What? Oh, he wanted to see if she was still the girl he knew. And she was. In fact her feeling for him was unchanged. It was the rest of her mind that had changed, and not in any bad way. She was infinitely more than she had been, and it was wonderful. “I can do better than that.” She kissed him ardently, then hiked up her skirt. “Get your pants down.”
 
   He did. Sex was awkward in the front seat of a car, but she knew how to do it. She sat on him, facing away, and carefully lowered herself on him as she drew her panties aside. His hands took hold of her breasts under her blouse, and he was in the midst of it. She flexed with him, helping him get there, as she always did. She simply loved having his passion, any time, any way but this time there was special reason: to prove herself in the way he best understood.
 
   “You haven't changed,” he gasped as he finished.
 
   She held her place, keeping him in her a while longer. “I have changed, marvelously, but not with respect to you. Now maybe you can believe me when I say you need to touch the goat. It will change you enormously, but you will be glad of it.”
 
   “The way someone high on that drug is glad of it, until the crash?”
 
   “No. It's not a drug high—believe me, I know!--and there is no crash. It's just a phenomenal expansion of awareness and understanding. But you don't have to do it. Nobody does. In fact we're near the limit now; there can't be too many people fully connected.”
 
   “We're?”
 
   She smiled, though he couldn't see it in this position. “I have joined them, Ben. It's a big part of my identity, now. But I haven't left you. There's no competition, any more than between a lover and a friend.”
 
   “I don't trust this.”
 
   “And I don't blame you. I'd feel the same if you had touched and I hadn't. I just—would like you with me on this, because I want what's best for you, and this is it.”
 
   “Like a religion?”
 
   “No religion. I never did need religion, and have no use for it now. And I'll stay with you and do whatever you want, regardless, just as always. I love you, Ben, and think I always will. But I'd like it if you touched. It would give us one more shared experience, a huge one.”
 
   “And the only way I'm going to find out what you're talking about is by touching that goat.”
 
   “Yes, really. But you sure don't have to. You have to want to.”
 
   “Would touching that goat enable me to complete my mission?”
 
   Venus thought about it. “I don't know, Ben. You'd have the information, but you wouldn't be able to tell it to your employer. Just as I can't tell you now.”
 
   He considered as they got their clothing back in order. “I think I have no choice.”
 
   “Just trust me on this: it won't hurt you.”
 
   “I believe you believe that.”
 
   “One thing about telepathy, which I think this is: there can't be any lying. You know its the truth.”
 
   “Telepathy by touch?”
 
   “Yes. The physical touch enables the minds to communicate via the nerves of the body, all at once. It's like electricity, not limited the way words are.”
 
   “And if I decide instead to drive away from here and never return?”
 
   “I'll go with you, Ben, and I won't nag you about it. I love you. But I think it's now or never, for the goat.”
 
   He sighed. “It probably is. I've got to take it while I can, rather than wonder ever after. I'm a reporter; I can't pass up good information. Even if it destroys me.” He got out of the car and started walking to the house.
 
   Venus hurried to join him. “Believe me, you won't regret it.”
 
   “I am already regretting it.”
 
   She smiled. “Not for long.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 10: Dilemma
 
   Callie was relieved when Venus came back; she wasn't sure she would, because the man might be understandably suspicious. Only people who actually touched Nanny were sure.
 
   Her companion was a monster of a man, a walking block of muscle with a little black hair on top, but not unfriendly. “This is my husband Benjamin Hemoth,” Venus said. She smiled. “Nicknamed 'Behemoth'; you can see why. I told you about our relationship.”
 
   “Welcome, Benjamin,” Doctor Stevenson said, rising to shake his hand. “I have read some of your newspaper pieces. You're a sharp observer.”
 
   “Thank you,” Ben said. “But--”
 
   “I told them, dear,” Venus said. 
 
   “She did,” the doctor said. “How she caused your firing, but you forgave her. We believe her.” He gestured. “This is my wife, Melinda. Our foster daughter Caladia. And Nanny Goat, who as you surely know, is more than she seems. We have all touched her.”
 
   “I came to touch her,” Ben said. “I had to. Venus threatened to leave my bed empty if I didn't.”
 
   “I didn't!” Venus flared.
 
   “He's teasing you, dear,” Linda said. “Men find such things funny.” She sent a mock dark glance at her husband.
 
   “But she did make clear that something in her has fundamentally changed,” Ben said, “and that I won't properly understand it unless I join the so-called conspiracy of silence. Since I need information that only the goat can provide, and I love Venus, I am constrained to join her.”
 
   “Women do have their ways,” Sterling said with the corner of a smile.
 
   “But you have to want to,” Callie said. “We can't afford to waste key touches.”
 
   Ben nodded. “It is time for the games to end. I have considered difficult alternatives, and I do want to.”
 
   Callie and Nanny walked up to him and stood. Ben reached out and patted the goat's neck. And stood frozen for a moment.
 
   “And now at last I do understand,” he said. “This is so much more than I imagined.”
 
   “You are our most important contact,” Callie said, reading it from Nanny's assessment. “We have much to discuss.”
 
   Ben turned to Venus. “I apologize for doubting you, dear.”
 
   “I knew you'd see the light.”
 
   Soon they were comfortably seated, except for Nanny, who was most comfortable standing. “I don't want to be unduly pushy,” Ben said. “But I have a reporter's mind, and I tend to orient on anything incomplete or unfinished. I appreciate the way Nanny helps Callie to function, especially by enabling her to see without eyes of her own. There is a tremendous amount of information available here, and now I understand how Nanny is actually a representative of an alien culture that is in the process of surveying habitable planets for life and especially sapience. But there are notable gaps. Where, for example, is the alien spaceship? Who is piloting it? What is their attitude toward Earth?”
 
   The Doctor and his wife exchanged a glance and shrugged. “We never thought to inquire.”
 
   Ben nodded. “Because you did not have a need-to-know, so your interest was turned off by the goat. But I do have that need. There are subsidiary data bases that can be opened.”
 
   “Can we do it, Nanny?” Callie asked.
 
   The goat considered, and Callie transcribed her thoughts for the others. /Not immediately. The supplementary banks are locked against illicit intrusion. Only a governing herd can open them.
 
   “We're not a herd!” Venus protested.
 
   “Oh, but we are,” Ben said. “Hitherto Nanny has related mainly to her own kind, which forms herds. Now she is relating to the human kind, whose herds are called tribes, states, or nations. But I think for this purpose it means the eight of us who have joined her in temporary sapience. Yes?” He looked at the goat.
 
   Nanny considered. /That is the present meaning, she agreed.
 
   Callie relayed that.
 
   “And there is surely sound reason for such caution,” Ben said. “This is no innocent weekend frolic Nanny is on; it is the initial contact between worlds. Carelessness could be deadly.” He smiled grimly. “As I must consider for my next report to my anonymous employer. We could all be herded off to a nameless detention camp while a faceless government bureaucracy ponders how to extract information from each of us alone, torture not necessarily excluded. I am now in serious doubt what kind of report to make, or whether to make it at all.”
 
   “It is a dilemma,” Linda agreed.
 
   “But I do have to make some kind of report, lest they catch on that something more is going on, and strike in a manner we don't like. The conspiracy of silence won't work here, because they have never touched the goat, and I think we need to see that they never do. I believe that Nanny, on some level, suspected this, and that is a reason she wanted to induct me into the group.”
 
   “Yes,” Callie said, surprised. “She knew that not everyone is friendly and well meaning, the way we local folk are, and that Ben's employer could represent the Dark Side.”
 
   “Keep your friends close, and your enemies closer,” Ben said.
 
   “But your employer will demand an answer,” Venus said. “And you owe him one; you've taken his money.”
 
   “That was before I changed sides.”
 
   “You may not have changed sides,” the doctor said. “You may simply have discovered your true feeling.”
 
   “But that's not enough. My employer most likely lacks that feeling. So I'm torn.”
 
   The others nodded. “Maybe that private data bank is what we need to resolve this dilemma,” the doctor said. “Especially if it clarifies the alien mission. Then we'll have a better notion how to proceed.”
 
   “We'll assemble the human herd,” Ben said. “Who should do it?”
 
   “I will,” Callie said. “I am the one in closest contact with all of you.”
 
   “Let's try for a meeting here this weekend,” the doctor said. “Each of the others coming unofficially. I think they'll understand.”
 
   “They will understand,” Callie agreed.
 
   “At two in the afternoon Sunday,” Linda said. “When others are watching ball games, tuning out the rest of the world.”
 
   “Than shall we adjourn until then?” Ben asked, standing. “I think we know we can trust one another.”
 
   “We do,” Linda said. She crossed over and kissed him on the cheek. There was nothing suggestive about it; it was the most natural thing.
 
   The visitors departed. The family moved into the evening routine.
 
   Callie hesitated. “Yes, dear?” Linda asked, picking up immediately on her concern.
 
   “If—if things don't work out, and Nanny has to go—must I go too? To an orphanage or something? Without her I'm not so smart, and I'm blind.”
 
   “You will stay here,” Linda said firmly. “We wouldn't kick you out, ever.”
 
   “Th-thank you.” Callie was trying hard not to cry.
 
   Linda enfolded her. Then they both cried.
 
   Callie sought and talked to the others. The moment she touched Sam's hand he understood, because Nanny made understanding easy. “I'll be there.”
 
   The teacher, Isabel Gentry, was easier yet. “I shall be interested to meet the others.”
 
   “If—if you could send us to the Principal...”
 
   The teacher laughed and wrote out a slip.
 
   Applebaum was surprised. “You're not one to make trouble, Callie. I can't think why Isabel would send you here.” Then she touched his hand. “Oh, of course.”
 
   They gathered at the Doctor's house on Sunday afternoon. Applebaum brought Miss Isabel from the school. There were introductions, as not everyone had met everyone. Callie noted that there was a certain frisson when Sam shook hands with Miss Isabel; they were of similar age and unattached, and now they had something powerfully in common. Then they settled down for the key event.
 
   Doctor Stevenson summarized the herd mentality as understood by the goat. “We believe that this may help clarify the larger picture, and our place in it, as the data bank is opened. Then we will be in a better position to discuss it.”
 
   “If you can all draw your chairs closer,” Callie said, “So you can link hands, and one of you link with me, then it will be a herd.”
 
   They drew closer, linked hands, and Linda took Callie's hand.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 11: Gamble
 
   Buck waited in the receiving pasture, mentally reviewing his case. He was too distracted by the importance of his mission to nibble on the excellent grass cultivated here. If he was able to persuade the Herd Matriarch who governed since the death of her mate, the Patriarch, that his case was viable, then it would become feasible. If not, then it would surely be a long hard hike with no guarantee of success. Because though it was the viability of their species itself at stake, the great majority of citizens chose to see no farther ahead than their next ration of grain. This interview was so vitally important!
 
   The gate opened to admit a young doe. She was newly nubile, her token udder and neutral odor indicating that she had never been bred or birthed a kid. Hardly more than a kid herself. A messenger?
 
   “Contact,” she bleated.
 
   That meant that she was here on behalf of the matriarch. A messenger. Was that a good sign, or did it mean that the ruler of the herd declined to meet him?
 
   He stepped forward and touched noses with the doe. Their minds merged, exchanging information at a rate impossible via vocalization. The physical contact enhanced both minds, making them far more intelligent than either was alone, though still below the level of sapience.
 
   This was no lowly messenger! This was the matriarch's kid. 
 
   /My dam will meet you if you first persuade me of the merit of your case.
 
   /My case is considerable. It would be more expedient to communicate with her directly.
 
   /There are many who wish to do that. Her time and attention are valuable. She must be selective. I am a device for such selection.
 
   /Translation, he thought wryly. /I must deal with you or I am out on my tail.
 
   /And such a handsome tail it is, she thought with a current of mirth.
 
   He shared the mirth. /Speak for yourself! I could sniff your tail for minutes without boredom.
 
   They were flirting. Sometimes there was emotional attraction quite apart from the business afoot.
 
   /Persuade me, and we may get to associate further.
 
   That notion appealed. Emotional attraction was somewhat random and unpredictable, perhaps because it manifested independently of actual breeding. A couple that liked each other could indulge in the motions of breeding without actually doing it. Only when the doe was in heat did conception occur. This young doe was hinting that she would be interested in such incidental sex play.
 
   But first there was his business to attend to. This would require contact for some time, because it included understandings achieved via sapience, though they were not at present in the sapient state.
 
   /I can summon additional caprines to enhance our herd mentality, she offered.
 
   It was a good offer. Each participating mind expanded when the linkage increased. Just as two were about twice as intelligent together as each one was apart, so three in effect tripled the intellect of the group, and four was generally enough to achieve sapience. Not only would the transmission of information quadruple, its substance would be more complete: quality as well as quantity. That was certainly more efficient. 
 
   Yet he demurred. /Two reasons to decline. First, the addition of two or more others would spread the data more widely than is appropriate at this stage. There must be suitable privacy until the matriarch signifies otherwise. She would want it this way, once she understands the essence of my case.
 
   /Sensible. What other reason?
 
   /This way I get to be with you, alone, several times as long. We might even get beyond tail sniffing during breaks in the communication. That notion appeals.
 
   /It does. However, there must be truly persuasive substance, or a more cynical doe than I might suspect that your interest is other than substantive. Even a matriarch's kid must at times be selective.
 
   That was fairly told: put up or shut up. She was young, but not naive. She said “even” a kid like her? She meant “especially.” Bucks galore must want to tryst shallowly with the matriarch's offspring.
 
   /Then lie down beside me and receive my import.
 
   Because standing and nose touching could become tedious for an extended mental dialogue.
 
   She lay down on the sward, and he lay with her, facing away, so that their backs were firmly touching. Instead of further dialogue, he went into lecture mode, presenting the information as rapidly and broadly as was feasible at their present level of sub-sapience.
 
   Buck was part of a class that studied astronomy: the inspection of distant stars and planets. It greatly impressed him, and he assimilated all that was available. Until he came to the kicker, the ugly fact that few folk knew or would care to know.
 
   It had taken millennia to achieve group sentience, but it had been well worth the effort. By working together, mind and body, using their prehensile horns and adaptable hooves to shape tools and then machines that multiplied their effect, the caprines had developed technology that could greatly facilitate their comfort and even take them to the stars. But that some new knowledge brought its kicker: their own star, about which their planet orbited, was unstable. Every few hundred million years it went into an internal confusion that made it randomly flicker. It was entering such a period now. It could make a devastating flare at any time in the next ten thousand years, small as stellar events went, but significant at close range. In fact such a flare would incinerate Planet Capri, leaving only a burned out lifeless husk. 
 
   They were probably doomed to extinction.
 
   /You are correct, the doe thought. /This is significant, and not wholly pleasant. Is there anything we can do about it?
 
   /As it happened, there was, though there were constraints. They would move to another world orbiting a safer star if there was one. But there wasn't; all the local worlds—the ones within five light years—were unsuitable in various unappetizing ways. Even had there been an ideal world close by, space travel was prohibitively expensive in energy and matter. There would be no salvation for the masses, only for the elites: the leaders, and not all of them. The great majority would simply have to hope that the flare did not occur during their tenure. In fact, they were probably better off not knowing about the flare at all.
 
   But some folk were not satisfied with that attitude. Buck was one: he wanted to devise a program that would save as many folk as possible, not restricted to the elites. He wanted to visually survey the local region of the galaxy to locate habitable planets farther out, as far as a thousand light years, and plant restorative enclaves on them. So that when the home planet perished, the civilization of Capri would not perish with it. The enclaves would be like seed banks, from which Capri could be restored, albeit in reduced circumstance. It was not ideal, but it seemed to be the best that could reasonably be achieved. Much better than nothing.
 
   /Please, enough for the moment. I prefer to do some tail sniffing while assimilating this input.
 
   Buck was glad to oblige. Unlike the females, males did not come into heat. Rather they were in perpetual heat, always ready and eager to have intimate relations with any females who might acquiesce, regardless of their heat. He liked Doe very well, and after indulging in sportive relations with her, he liked her even better.
 
   In due course they settled back down for the rest of the data.
 
   Buck campaigned for his project, stressing the need first to co-opt the biggest telescopes to do the survey, then to put all their resources into building the necessary spaceships. It would seriously reduce the creature comforts of all of them, but it was the only way to get the job done as swiftly as possible. But not only were most others not interested, in fact they were in denial about the danger. Some argued that it would be a phenomenal waste of resources, when the chances of any single spaceship establishing an enclave were only about one in ten, with most of the others perishing in space or on hostile planets. A foolish suicide mission that would impoverish the home planet. When he persisted in trying to agitate them, they turned on him with mayhem in mind. He had to flee the mob.
 
   Yet some few were alert to the danger, and supported the project. Some telescopes were starting the survey and turning up prospects for habitable worlds. The ships were being designed and materials gathered. IT COULD BE DONE. But more was needed, or the work would be incomplete.
 
   /And this is why I have come to see your dam, Buck concluded. /Your herd is the largest on the planet. If it commits, we can complete the project.
 
   /I am persuaded. We will go now to meet with my dam.
 
   The kid was persuaded, but the matriarch was more cynical, even after receiving the full import. /You will need volunteers for an exceedingly risky mission. If you truly believe in this, why not go to space yourself? 
 
   That had not occurred to Buck, but it made sense. /I will board the first ship,
 
   /I will go with him, Doe thought.
 
   The matriarch was startled. /I did not mean you, kid. You are merely the messenger here. Your destiny is with the Herd, after I pass on.
 
   But Doe was adamant. /I have come to know and love Buck, and his mission is worthy. The reasoning applies to me as much as to him. I prefer to risk death with him in a worthy endeavor, than accept an easy life here on Capri.
 
   The matriarch could not argue with that. So it was that the matriarch came to support the gamble on space, making it viable, and Doe joined Buck in the crew of the first ship. This was, as a matter of principle, the one destined for the farthest of the likely planets, a thousand light years away. The indications were that its gravity was standard, its atmosphere was compatible, and it supported both plant and animal life. Even the local cycles were similar for days and years. The survey was vague at this distance, but showed what resembled a herd of goats grazing on greenery. Could their own kind be there? Was it possible that sapience existed here? The goats did not look sapient, but of course no separate goat was; it required touching groups to achieve that level. For routine chores like grazing, sapience was not only superfluous but a waste of focus. The realistic chances of sapience were small, but what an exciting prospect!
 
   But the distance meant that no return contact was likely, even if a successful enclave was established. It would take three thousand years to reach the planet at a top speed after acceleration of half light velocity, and another thousand for the message to reach the home planet. The present society would be long gone by then. In fact the planet might have been scorched to oblivion by that distant time. But if there was an enclave, the species would survive. That was what counted.
 
   So this was both the least likely prospect, because of the distance and time, and the most likely, because of the possible affinity of kind. A fitting challenge for the leader of the salvation movement.
 
   The rest of the crew consisted of three other does, of as diverse genetics as was available. Because while one buck could sire any number of kids, one doe was limited to one, two, or three at a time. Each doe's offspring needed to be somewhat different from the others, to reduce the impact of inbreeding. A viable herd could be generated several times as rapidly starting with does. Doe would have to share Buck, which she didn't mind doing for the sake of the herd.
 
   The journey itself was the least arduous thing about the mission. They all went into stasis, so as to survive the rigors of acceleration and the passage of thousands of years, while the machines governed the ship. This also saved food, and prevented them from aging. The machines would wake them when the appropriate time came. If there were a malfunction along the way, they would never know it.
 
   Each stepped into his or her stasis unit. And out again. Doe looked at her emerging companions. Had the units failed to operate? No, the vision screen showed a completely different planet, and the chronometer indicated the passage of almost three thousand years. They had arrived, intact and operational.
 
   Now they oriented on the prospect world. All its promise was not only realized, but expanded. There was life here, and there were goats. There were also apes, that crowded into monstrous cities. What was their purpose? Maybe as workers for the goats. They would send a lifeship to a goat area, avoiding the apes, and try to establish contact. This was a dangerous sub-mission, but essential to the larger effort. No enclave could be established blindly.
 
   One person would go first to survey the geography and collect the necessary background data. One of the females, as the lone male could not be risked. That one would have a data machine to artificially enhance her mind to near sapience. The others would return to stasis for six months while that one prepared the way. Then that one would return to the ship, deliver her data, and they would together decide their proper course.
 
   But who would take that formidable risk? /I will, Doe thought.
 
   Buck wanted to protest, as she was the one he loved, but he could not in conscience do so. He had to play fair. But he did give her one thing: a capsule memory of the mission and their personal relationship, which she could invoke at need or preference. Meanwhile she would proceed without that distraction, focusing exclusively on the spot data mission.
 
   Her lifeship would seek a mask, such as a local storm, to conceal its landing. Then Doe and the data machine would emerge to start collecting. It should be straightforward.
 
   Buck rubbed noses with Doe. Then she entered the spot stasis of the lifeship.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 12: Deal
 
   “Oh, my,” Linda said as the data memory concluded. “And you, Nanny, are Doe.”
 
   /I am Doe, Nanny agreed, realizing. /My awareness of my prior identity was suppressed by the data memory, which fudged any of my own memories that tied into it, to prevent confusion. I thought I was a mere animal, but now I know myself as a caprine.
 
   Linda looked around. “Let's break up the herd and discuss this like the individual human folk we are. We can return to the herd at any time, at need.”
 
   The others agreed. They separated, resuming their several private identities.
 
   York Applebaum came out of it, amazed. He had known that the child Caladia was special, and that Nanny Goat was more special, but he had had no inkling of the magnitude of their specialness. This was true alien contact from a planet a thousand light years distant! The goat's touch telepathy not only enabled the human child to survive and see, it enabled the group of them to seem to visit that foreign world. To think and react like caprines.
 
   But that contact was fraught with danger. Not from the friendly aliens, but from the human power structure. “Let's get informal,” he said. “I am York.” He looked at the ex newspaper reporter. “Ben, you can't report this to your anonymous employer. Not yet, anyway.”
 
   “I can't,” Ben agreed. 
 
   “As it happens, I know something about bureaucracies; it's my specialty. I believe it's a reasonably safe assumption that your employer is either a little-known agency of the government, or a private enterprise wholly dependent on the largess of the government. My guess is a company specializing in alien contact, the likely home of nut cases, but suddenly now phenomenally relevant. We are going to need them, just as Callie and Nanny need the rest of us, but we can't make them part of the herd. We can trust each other, but we can't trust them. We are going to have to arrange a hard-nosed deal.”
 
   “Exactly,” Ben agreed. “But what, given that the truth is not an option?”
 
   “Part of the truth. That there is alien contact from a distant planet. That only we are in a position to interpret what we are learning. That the situation is precarious and must be handled with kid gloves, no pun intended.”
 
   “Why would they settle for that? They can cut off my cash instantly, and since they evidently know about Venus, they could arrest her and wipe us out.”
 
   York smiled. “I remember Venus from before she dropped out of school several years ago. Even as an eighth grader she was a beauty. She could sit at a school desk in a manner to inflame the imagination of a pompous old principal.”
 
   “So you noticed my skirt!” Venus said, pleased. “I thought I was forgotten.”
 
   “Suppressed, never forgotten, you naughty girl. But yes, your protection has to be part of the package. You do have a record. Without our recent session here, I would never have trusted you.” Because the joint mental connection made them all implacably loyal to Callie and Nanny; they could indeed trust each other.
 
   “What package?” Ben asked. “I don't see that we have much of anything to bargain with.”
 
   “We are going to have to offer them something they can't decline. A preemptive bid. Now it is our challenge to discover what it is.”
 
   “Something related to the alien technology perhaps,” Doctor Sterling said. “The medical aspects alone are astonishing. Callie has no eyes, yet she can see us. A service animal that can do that is the treasure of the century.”
 
   “No goats,” Callie said. “They can't risk getting dissected in a laboratory.”
 
   “But maybe the goats will have an idea for us,” York said. “Once they comprehend the nature of our problem. We need to consult with them, face to face.”
 
   “Their ship would have to land,” Sam the EMT man said. “We need to make a deal first to enable them to land safely. Catch 22.”
 
   “Does it have to land?” York asked Nanny.
 
   There was a pause as Callie and Nanny communed. “No,” Callie said. “They can drop a data unit similar to the one that was destroyed before. That can connect us. With that we could set up a—a teleconference.”
 
   “How do we let them know we want it?” York asked.
 
   “Nanny has another data circuit she can invoke, that will signal the need. Like the ringing of a telephone. It's one way, but if they receive it, they can send a unit.”
 
   “Then let's do it,” York said.
 
   “She is doing it now. She will know when it arrives.”
 
   “Then I think that is our business of the day,” York said. He glanced at Linda. “Do let us know when we should meet again.”
 
   “I shall.”
 
   “I can give you a lift home, Isabel,” Sam said.
 
   The teacher smiled. “That would be appreciated.” They left together.
 
   That was good, as it saved York a drive out of his way. Isabel Gentry was a good teacher and a good woman; maybe she had found a good man.
 
   “I'm glad we had the meeting,” Callie said when York was ready to go. He had to admire the way they had become a family. “I never knew before how important Nanny is. She's a princess!”
 
   “Three thousand years ago, on a planet far, far away,” Sterling said.
 
   “She gave that up to come to you,” Linda said.
 
   Callie laughed ruefully.
 
   York departed, pleased with the occasion.
 
   *
 
   Three days later, in the evening, they gathered again. York arrived after the others, but they had waited for him, to complete the herd. This time they had the data unit, which had been dropped into another storm for concealment. Sam and Isabel had fetched it to the house. It was a compact ball about the size of a softball but surprisingly heavy.
 
   “Nanny says it's in stasis,”  Callie explained. “So it won't get broken coming down. Now she'll open it.”
 
   The command was evidently mental. The ball expanded to weather balloon size and broke open. Inside was a square cage large enough for a goat to stand in, and inside that was what looked like an over-sized pincushion with five giant round headed pins. Callie lifted that out, carried it into the house, and set it on the living room coffee table. This was the data unit. The rest, it seemed, was packaging.
 
   “Now gather 'round,” Callie said.
 
   They formed the close circle, holding hands. Nanny linked her mobile horns on one of the big pins. Then, just like that, they were in the spaceship, facing a buck goat and three does. All of them had pins in their horns.
 
   /Welcome back to the herd, Doe! the buck thought.
 
   /It is a joy to return, Nanny thought back. /These are my local herd mates.
 
   The goats gazed at the people, seemingly taken aback.
 
   /Yes, they resemble apes, Nanny thought. /But they are not, any more than we are sheep. They are the sapients here, not the goats.
 
   That was evidently a shock to the goats; sheep were a lesser species, an insulting likeness. It seemed that it had not occurred to them that sapience could arise in a creature other than a goat. But soon enough they adapted, and were cordial. /Welcome, humans, the buck thought, this time getting it right.
 
   Nanny sent a wave of introductions, clarifying the individual humans and goats. Buck was the founder of the planetary enclave movement, and the three does were, with Nanny, to be the mothers of the enclave kids. /Welcome, the three echoed.
 
   Now York spoke, though he knew it was actually a projection and translation of his thought. “We appreciate your welcome, Buck. We need to acquaint you with our problem. We have a complicated hierarchy of social order whose lines can at times be devious. There are those who might wish harm to alien visitors, so we must be careful about allowing the knowledge of your arrival to spread. But if we can establish the right relations with certain parties, the process will be much facilitated.”
 
   /I have encountered such cases before, Buck thought.
 
   “We know,” York said. “Nanny—you call her Doe—shared your data memory with us. We congratulate you for your effort, and applaud your success.”
 
   /Your planet seems to be ideal for our enclave. We do not seek to dominate this world, or even to be known on it. We merely wish to have a small private enclave that will quietly endure as a reservoir of our species. We are prepared to trade whatever you might wish, for that privacy and safety.
 
   “Including your technology, that enabled you to make a thousand light year journey in perfect condition?”
 
   /Including that. It is the stasis that enabled our five living forms to make the trip in a seeming instant. But we hope for some equivalent value in return.
 
   York got an idea. “We should start small. How about a private site in our wilderness for your enclave, protected from intrusion by our people?”
 
   /That would be ideal.
 
   “Would the secret of stasis be too much to ask for such a site?”
 
   /We would give that.
 
   “Maybe a working model that our scientist could study and our technicians duplicate?”
 
   /It is outside your domicile.
 
   “That cage that the database was in?”
 
   /Yes.
 
   York rubbed his hands together. “Then I think we have a deal to proffer. The site for the enclave in return for the stasis unit. Anything further will be a prospect for negotiation.”
 
   /This is satisfactory.
 
   “We will try to set it up. However I must warn you that while trust is absolute with this touch-telepathy, there is little trust beyond it. We must set up a quid pro quo and make sure it is honored to the letter before you can land. If it is not honored, you will not want to land; your safety requires that you remain literally out of reach of our officials.” York smiled. “Think of it as dealing with a mob of apes. Trust must be earned.”
 
   /This we understand.
 
   “Then we shall return to Earth, as it were, and initiate the process.”
 
   /Done.
 
   And they were back in the house.
 
   “That was worthwhile,” York said. “But now comes the hard part: persuading your employer, Ben. I think we should hide that stasis generator and not admit to any outsider that we have it. It is something that the aliens will deliver only after the site for the enclave is secure. Agreed?”
 
   “Agreed,” Ben said. “Hide it after Venus and I are gone, and don't tell us where, so that we can't reveal it, even if things go wrong and there is duress.”
 
   “Exactly,” York said.
 
   “Now we will call the employer and see what we can do.” Ben and Venus departed.
 
   “And hide it after we go,” Sam said. He and Isabel left.
 
   “And hide it after I depart,” York said. 
 
   They nodded. Then he was on his way. He was pleased with himself, but not at all sure that it would not go seriously wrong. Murphy's Law, that anything that could go wrong would go wrong, was lurking.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 13: Betrayal
 
   Venus went to Doctor Stevenson's house. Sterling, Melinda, Carrie, and Nanny were there. “Ben wants to be sure the stasis unit is hidden where nobody can find it,” she told them. 
 
   “It is,” Sterling said.
 
   “First thing tomorrow morning he means to call the employer and tell him of the deal. That should be the end of it, and you can fetch the unit out.” She hesitated. “I don't want to be a wet blanket or anything, but I have a bad feeling about this. When I was in the gang, when things looked perfect, that's when you had to watch out.”
 
   “We are suffering similar pangs,” Linda said. “We are at a crisis point, and can't be certain of the outcome. It may be routine nervousness.”
 
   “Ben researched his employer, and finally made a breakthrough. He's good at that. It's not the government, exactly, but is, well, like a wholly owned subsidiary. Legally a private company, but it takes orders from the government, so the line of responsibility can't always be traced.”
 
   “That's the way it's done,” Sterling agreed. “So when there's a foul-up, the top man doesn't get canned. So he can claim ignorance.”
 
   “It's like that in the gang, too. Nobody likes to take the blame. And what's a government except a big gang?”
 
   Linda laughed. “Unfortunately well put!”
 
   “Oh, something else,” Venus said. “Callie, this may interest you. The boss of this company, his name is Prentice Covert and he's a close personal friend of the president. A confidante, actually, out of the official loop. When the president has a difficult problem to wrestle with, like maybe what to do about a general who is passing state secrets along to his mistress but can't be removed without an unholy stink, Covert is the sounding board and sensible off-the-record advice man. He has a largely honorary position as Secretary of Alien Contact, a made-up office to give him a pretext to access the president anytime without question. Well, Covert has a ten year old son named Ira who got some kind of bad disease a year ago that inflamed his brain. Now he can see only vaguely, and not hear very much either, and he's clumsy when before he was a promising sports star. He was a smart kid with real promise, but now he's confused and confined to home with twenty four hour nursing to make sure he doesn't do something stupid like pissing in the neighbor's flowers or drinking gasoline. Ben says that's maybe why his dad is interested in the Service Goat, apart from his job investigating possible alien contact: it could do his boy a lot of good, if it's for real. He probably doesn't believe it's for real. Yet. That makes me nervous.”
 
   “Nervous?” Linda asked.
 
   “He just might get greedy and want to steal Nanny, if he knew for sure that she is for real, and just how good she is.”
 
   “Over my dead body,” Sterling said seriously.
 
   “Mine too,” Venus said fervently. “Probably I'm just imagining too much.”
 
   “I'm not sure of that,” Linda said. “That goat is a miracle.”
 
   “Nanny wouldn't work for him,” Callie said. “She'd be just a dumb animal for them. They'd figure it was a mistake.”
 
   “But what about you, without Nanny?”
 
   “I might as well be dead.” The child was totally rational on that point, thanks to the stabilization the goat provided.
 
   “Exactly,” Venus agreed. “So we don't want anything like that to happen. If there's any hint of trouble, you and Nanny get the hell out of there and ask questions later.”
 
   “That's savagely good advice,” Linda said.
 
   “Where does Ira live?” Callie asked.
 
   Venus fished in her purse. “I've got the address on a paper. But Callie, don't go there!” 
 
   “I'm just curious,” Callie said. “Maybe after the deal is made, then I can visit him. I know what it's like to get cut down.”
 
   “You do indeed,” Venus agreed, giving her the paper. Then she left, hoping she hadn't said too much. She didn't want to get them all upset over nothing.
 
   Back home she made ardent love to Ben. “I wish this could erase my brooding,” she said. “In fact I wish you didn't have to make that report in the morning.”
 
   “I've taken their money; I have to follow through. My research indicates that Prentice Covert is a good man, true to his word. But he's functioning as an informal part of a government that frankly can't be entirely trusted. That's why we do have safeguards.”
 
   “Like hiding the stasis,” she agreed. “Like agreeing not to tell anybody anything. But what if it gets rough?”
 
   “That's why we're making love now instead of tomorrow.”
 
   That was not entirely reassuring.
 
   In the morning Ben made the call, putting it on speakerphone so Venus could hear the response. “The goat is alien. They are from a star a thousand light years away. They want to set up a small enclave, so as to have a reservoir of their species in case their home star flares and takes out their planet. They are peaceful and just want to get along. In exchange for a private site for their settlement they offer some of their technology: a stasis generator that can freeze any living thing indefinitely, and release it alive and unchanged in an instant or a thousand years. That's how they came here: in stasis on their ship. This would be invaluable on Earth, and it's only the beginning. Give them a suitable site and a guarantee of peace and privacy and they will give you the stasis, and that's only the beginning. That's the deal.”
 
   “That goat,” the voice said gruffly. “How does it relate to the girl?”
 
   Venus held her breath, listening. They couldn't take Nanny!
 
   “There is a kind of contact telepathy, so that when the girl touches the goat, she can see through its eyes. That is how she can do so well in school despite having no eyes of her own. It is a quality of their species, this ability to merge and share. When the enclave is established and they have more goats, some of them may be able to help other children or seriously handicapped folk to see, hear, and think better. That is part of what Earth stands to gain from this contact, and why we should make the deal. It could be the best connection of the century.”
 
   “There are more goats?”
 
   “There are five in all, but the other four are in space and won't come down until the deal is made. A sensible precaution, considering that to them we are largely unknown apes.”
 
   “And they have other technology, such as a space drive that can carry them a thousand light years without misfiring? Reliable robotic assistance? Telescopes that put ours in the shade?”
 
   “Yes. They will gladly share it all with us, in due course. If.”
 
   “We will consider it. Let me acquaint my contacts with your report. Good work!” He clicked off.
 
   Venus breathed. “Is it all right?”
 
   “Maybe. Maybe not,” Ben said grimly. “It makes sense to make the deal, as we have a lot to gain. But you can bet the ultimate decision will be made by politicians, and they can be a slimy lot. We'll just have to wait and see.”
 
   “I will tell the others.”
 
   “Find other pretexts to see them, so your movements don't stir suspicion. We may be being watched already. Meanwhile I am locked to this phone, waiting for the callback.”
 
   “On my innocent way,” she said, and kissed him.
 
   She stopped by the doctor's house, and she and Linda went shopping together, as they had become friends. In fact Venus was using the woman as a model of what the perfect woman should be, hoping to get there herself some day. She caught Linda up on the call. “We're waiting for the callback,” she said. “It looks good, but they haven't committed yet.”
 
   “If you go to the school in the last school hour, you can quietly tell York and Isabel, and also Sam, because he'll be picking Isabel up for a date after school.”
 
   “Good enough. I'll do that.” Venus was pleased to see Sam and Isabel making it; they seemed well matched, apart from their participation with this project.
 
   The day passed with no callback. Maybe it took time for a bureaucracy to make a decision, especially one as important as this.
 
   She went to the school at that later time. The principal saw her immediately, listened, and moved on, making no outward show of the contact. She was just a former student checking in. Then she went to Miss Isabel's classroom and waited just inside the door. The teacher came to her when the children were doing their reading practice. “Ben made the call this morning. They seem receptive. We're waiting on their decision. We're keeping the goats in the sky and the stasis hidden until the deal is actually made.”
 
   Isabel nodded as if it were routine school business and returned to the class activity. Venus caught Callie's eye and nodded; the girl knew it was about the call.
 
   Then, just before the final bell, there was a commotion. Isabel's intercom buzzed. Venus heard the Principal's voice. “Soldiers are here. The school is in lockdown. I sent them to the wrong classroom, but they'll untangle that soon. You know what to do.”
 
   “Thank you,” Isabel said quietly. Then she looked at Callie and made a small motion with her head: come here.
 
   The girl and goat came immediately. “I think they're after you,” Isabel murmured tersely. “Exit by the emergency side door. Sam is there. Go with him. Disappear quickly.”
 
   Callie and Nanny quietly exited the classroom. The other children saw them going and said nothing. It was the conspiracy of silence. Venus knew exactly how that was.
 
   The door burst open and armed men entered. “Where's the goat?” the head trooper demanded. His name tag said BRUTUS and he wore army sergeant stripes on his sleeve.
 
   Miss Isabel looked surprised. “Do you by any chance mean the Service Goat that assists one of my pupils? This is perfectly in order; Service Animals are allowed and it does not disrupt the class. In fact my students are very well behaved.”
 
   Brutus knew he was being stalled. “Yes, that one. I don't see it.”
 
   “Perhaps they are using the lavatory.” Miss Isabel addressed the class. “Children, do any of you know where Callie is at the moment?”
 
   “I think she had to go poop,” a boy said, and several others tittered. They liked being naughty in a good cause.
 
   “Check the lavatory,” Brutus said to one of his men.
 
   In a moment the soldier returned. “It's empty.”
 
   Brutus looked sternly at the teacher. “Ma-am, this is government business. Failure to cooperate can get you arrested. Where is that goat?”
 
   “Arrested!” Miss Isabel said, amazed. “On what possible grounds?”
 
   The children picked up on the will of the teacher. “We're getting rested!” one exclaimed, and the others cheered.
 
   “Quiet, class,” Miss Isabel said with mock severity. “Brutus is an honorable man.” This was a quotation from a recent lesson, Shakespeare, and it signified the opposite, as the children knew. Venus had to stifle a smile. The teacher was stalling to give Callie and Nanny time to get well clear.
 
   Brutus was not amused. “Grounds? Interfering with legitimate government business.” He touched his sidearm meaningfully.
 
   Miss Isabel stood beside the American flag that every classroom had. She assumed a heroic posture. “Shoot if you must this old gray head.” More quotation, this time from John Greenleaf Whittier. “But spare your country's flag,” she said.
 
   The children burst out laughing. They loved seeing history and classic poetry coming alive, especially in this wild personal setting.
 
   “That does it! You're under arrest.” Brutus marched menacingly forward.
 
   Venus had to intervene. “You can't do that! She's a teacher in her own classroom!”
 
   “You too,” Brutus said, and one of the other soldiers grabbed her arm.
 
   Too late Venus realized that this was more than a quest for the goat. They were after the human collaborators too, and of course they knew who they were. Ben wasn't the only one who could do spot research. They had simply gone after the most valuable one, Nanny, first. Venus had walked into their grasp.
 
   But Callie and Nanny had escaped. That was most of the point.
 
   “Free them! Free them!” the children chanted enthusiastically, as if they were at a demonstration. But it was of no avail; Venus and Isabel were soon in handcuffs and on their way to the military headquarters.
 
   There they were perfunctorily separated. Venus was taken to a private office where she was interviewed by one Lieutenant Maplin, according to his name tag. He hardly glanced at her, which made her wonder whether he was gay, because she normally commanded close male attention even when modestly garbed.
 
   He shuffled his papers. “You are Venus Intra, mistress of Benjamin Hemoth,” he informed her.
 
   “Common law wife,” she corrected him. So they did know about her survival and current life under her assumed identity. She wasn't surprised.
 
   “Whatever. You know about the goat.”
 
   “What about the goat?” She was determined to tell them nothing they didn't already know. She was privately outraged by the betrayal: instead of making the sensible deal, they were trying to take the goat by force. It might as well have been gang warfare. “Where is my husband?”
 
   “Where is the goat?”
 
   So Callie and Nanny had gotten away. “You didn't catch them,” she said, not bothering to conceal her satisfaction. 
 
   “Yet. Where are they hiding?”
 
   “How would you expect me to know? I was busy getting arrested on trumped up charges in the classroom while they went their own way.” She took a breath that would have mesmerized any normal man. This one was definitely gay. “So what now?”
 
   “You know about the aliens.”
 
   “What aliens? Nanny Goat is Callie's savior and my friend.”
 
   “The aliens who tried to make a deal.”
 
   “The deal you betrayed? Lotsa luck getting anything now, you turd.”
 
   “We shall see.”
 
   She was taken to a larger holding chamber. And there, to her surprise, were the others: Sterling, Linda, York, Isabel, and Ben. She ran to Ben's arms. “They cheated,” she said.
 
   “They did,” he agreed angrily. But in the course of the embrace, he squeezed her buttock twice: their signal of warning. Something else was going on.
 
   Then she caught on: they must all have been questioned separately, then put together for a reason. The military brass must be hoping that in their relief to be together again they would let some key news slip. Every word they said was being recorded. “They asked me where the goat was,” she said. “I said I didn't know, but I guess she wasn't caught.”
 
   “I think not,” Isabel said. “Sam's not here.”
 
   And Sam was driving them somewhere. But where could they go to escape the swarming soldiers?
 
   Then Sam was ushered into the chamber. He had after all been caught. Venus suffered a moment of despair.
 
   Then she realized that Sam was alone. No Callie. No Nanny.
 
   Isabel went to embrace and kiss Sam. “What happened?” she asked him.
 
   “I took them where they wanted to go,” he replied, and Venus noted that same covert bottom pinch she herself had received. That said things about this couple's relationship, and about what Sam was saying: he was lying.
 
   “And were was that?” Isabel asked as they sat down together.
 
   “To the forest. Nanny got in telepathic touch with the alien ship, and they sent down a lander. They picked them up. Then I got out of there, only to be intercepted by the troops. But they were too late: Callie and Nanny are gone.”
 
   “Gone where?” Isabel asked.
 
   “Into the sky. After that, who knows? I think they were mad about being betrayed.”
 
   “They're in space?” Isabel asked, seeming amazed.
 
   “Where else? It isn't as if there's anything left here for them.”
 
   “It seems the betrayers slit their own collective throat,” Sterling said. “They could have had an excellent deal if they hadn't gotten greedy.”
 
   The others nodded soberly.
 
   But Venus knew there was an unspoken elephant in the room. If what Sam told them was a lie, what was the truth? And why didn't the pursuing soldiers know it? Why were they trying to trick the group into spilling something?
 
   Where were Callie and Nanny?
 
   


  
 

Chapter 14: Conclusion
 
   Callie left the classroom, her hand firmly on Nanny's back. She knew there was trouble, and that she and Nanny were the target. They had hoped so much that the deal would work out and all would be well; maybe she should have known better. So now they had to escape. Then maybe they could figure out what was next.
 
   They looked around. There was Sam. “Miss Isabel said to go with you,” Callie said. “There's trouble in the school.”
 
   “So it seems,” he agreed. “I heard the commotion. They're after you, of course. This way.” He led them to his car, and they climbed in. Callie buckled her seat belt while Nanny lay on the back seat, and kept her head forward so that Callie could touch it. “I guess my date with Isabel will have to wait.”
 
   “We're sorry,” Callie said.
 
   “Don't be. Your welfare is more important.” He started the motor and pulled out into the street.
 
   Only to be flagged down by a soldier. “Hey mister, you can't leave here!”
 
   “Don't stop!” Callie said urgently.
 
   “Oh, I know. Hang on.”
 
   Instead of stopping, he gunned the motor and forged past the soldier. He skewed into the street while the soldier was running to his vehicle. He accelerated along the street, then abruptly slammed on the brakes and slewed around a corner. Then around another.
 
   “Been a while since I've driven like this,” he said. “We're not supposed to do it with an ambulance. It's fun!”
 
   After a few more turns he slowed and merged with traffic on a larger street. “Now we're hiding where they won't look, thinking we'll be speeding directly out of here. I think we've lost them.”
 
   “It's like a roller coaster,” Callie said breathlessly. “Or maybe a bumper car ride.”
 
   “Close enough,” Sam agreed. “Now where to? We can't take you home; that's the first place they'll look.”
 
   Callie communed with Nanny. “To the forest.”
 
   “The forest? There are only a few drivable trails there. They'll cut us off and soon trap us.”
 
   “Not soon enough. The herd is sending down a lifecraft.”
 
   “Wow! They going to pick you up? Take you to their ship?”
 
   “Not exactly.” Callie hesitated. “Sam, are you a good liar?”
 
   “Honey, I'm not lying to you. I'm trying to help you escape.”
 
   “We know. But Nanny and I have an idea. We'll need you to—to cover for us, so we can do it. But you'll need to be able to lie, at least for a while. Can you do it?”
 
   “Callie, I like to think of myself as an honest man. But yes, I can lie, if I have to. Knowing what's at stake here, I'll do it for you. But the lie will have to have some evidence to back it up, or it won't last long enough to do you any good.”
 
   “Yes. Here it is: that Nanny and I catch the lifeboat and fly up to the herd ship. The boat will wait just long enough so they can see it take off, so they know that much is true. But we won't be on it.”
 
   “Kid, you're playing one dangerous game. But I'll help you all I can.”
 
   “It's safer than letting the betrayers have their way.”
 
   “Good point.” He reached across to pat Nanny on the head, receiving a jolt of support in return.
 
   They came to the forest and drove down a trail. “Let us off here,” Callie said. “You go on along one more mile and wait. You'll see the lifeboat land and then take off. Just before the soldiers catch up to you. So they'll see it too.”
 
   “Got it,” Sam agreed. He stopped and let them scramble out of the car. “God, I hope you know what you're doing!”
 
   “So do we,” Callie said, and waved as they ran into the brush.
 
   They hid in the foliage, watching the car drive away. Soon after it came a procession of army jeeps, never pausing to look around. After a time the jeeps returned, and they saw that Sam was on one. He had been arrested. Still they waited.
 
   There was a gentle bleat. There was a goat, just like Nanny only with a slightly different pattern of colors. This was one of the other three does.
 
   Nanny and Nanny Two briefly linked their prehensile horns, communing, and Callie got the message: Two was here to be with Ira. Nanny gave her all the information they had on the boy, which wasn't much, but was enough.
 
   Then they started walking. The address was about five miles away. They didn't hurry, being more concerned with staying out of sight than moving fast. Callie walked between the goats, a hand on each, her senses correspondingly magnified. They had some receptive telepathy and were aware of the human minds in the vicinity; that was how they knew when to pass unnoticed.
 
   In due course they came to Ira's house. Now they became bold. They marched right up to the front door, and Callie knocked.
 
   It opened and a woman stood there, Ira's mother. “What on earth!” she exclaimed, seeing a child and two goats.
 
   “Please, I'm Callie, with my Service Goat. We came to see Ira,” Callie said. “We're friends.”
 
   “Ira! He has no such friends. What--” She broke off, because Two moved her head to touch the woman's hand with a horn.
 
   There was hardly a pause. “Yes, of course. Please come in.”
 
   Then they were entering a padded playroom where the ten year old boy idly slapped the wall while the nurse watched tiredly. She looked up, startled to see the intruders, but made no protest when Ira's mother caught her eye.
 
   “Ira, this is Callie,” the mother said. “She has come to visit you, with her—her pet goats.”
 
   “Don't want any,” the boy said truculently.
 
   Nanny Two walked up to him. “Pet her,” mother said in the voice of maternal command.
 
   The boy reluctantly obeyed. He slapped the goat's shoulder.
 
   And froze. Then he hugged Two around the neck and cried.
 
   “What is happening here?” the nurse asked.
 
   “You'll see.” Mother faced son. “Ira, this is your Service Goat. Keep touching her.”
 
   The boy stood up straight, his hand on the goat's back. His demeanor had been transformed. “Oh, yes! How sweet the sound that saves a wretch like me.” He faced the nurse. “We won't be needing you any more, Pat. Thank you for your assistance.” Then his mother. “That's a lovely green dress you are wearing, mom. You are lovely too.”
 
   “I have to make a call.” She lifted her cell phone. “Prentice, this is Patience. You need to get home in a hurry. No, it's not bad news. Just get here.”
 
   Ira looked at Callie. “You brought her. Why?”
 
   “I'm like you. Maybe worse. I have no eyes. But with Nanny I can see perfectly well, and think better too. I knew it would be the same with you.”
 
   “I understand. Now I can see and hear better than since I had the illness, and my mind is clearer too, and I feel great. All because of the goat. But we've never met. Why bring such a treasure to a stranger? I know it's not out of the kindness of your heart. I don't mean you're a bad person, just that it doesn't make a lot of sense. I don't deserve anything from you, least of all this.”
 
   “There's a problem maybe your dad can fix. We had to get to him. He'll understand, once he meets Nanny Two.”
 
   “Yes he will,” Ira agreed. “This changes my life.”
 
   They heard a car slew into the drive. A man charged into the house. “Dear, what's going on?”
 
   Patience gestured to the two children and two goats.
 
   “Hi dad!” Ira said brightly. “This is my friend Callie. And this is my Service Goat. I'm whole again, because of them. They need your help.”
 
   “You got a Service Goat,” Prentice said, awed.
 
   “I sure did. Callie brought her. Now I can go back to school and my friends. I've got things to do, loads to catch up on.”
 
   Prentice remained amazed. “You see me. You hear me. Your mind is sharp.”
 
   “Nanny Two is helping me. That's what she does. Dad, she's great! I've got my life back! Come pet her.”
 
   Prentice came up to do that, joining the conspiracy. “So it's all true,” he said. “It's a miracle.” He looked at Callie. “But don't you know they betrayed you? I made my report and recommended the proffered deal, and the warmongering greed-heads took over. I had no power to stop them, to my shame.”
 
   “I know,” Callie said. “But I also know you can stop it, if you really want to. You know how.”
 
   Prentice hesitated. “This would be extremely irregular, perhaps an abuse of my position.”
 
   “Dad,” Ira said meaningfully. 
 
   Prentice decided. He plainly loved his son. He brought out his own cell phone and touched a number. He evidently had a line that bypassed the bureaucracy and personal secretaries. “Sir, Prentice here. I need to see you tonight. I'll bring my son and his Service Goat. You will want to see them. Trust me.”
 
   Mrs. Covert glanced at Callie. “You and your Service Goat will stay with us until this is settled. You must be tired and hungry.”
 
   “Yes ma'am,” Callie said obediently. She really had nowhere else to go at the moment. She had not thought it through beyond this point.
 
   Soon Prentice, Ira, and Nanny Two were on their way in a limo. Callie and Nanny were having a late dinner of spaghetti and dried corn while Callie talked with Patience, who was now also part of the conspiracy. “Yes, Nanny is alien, from a planet a thousand light years away. It took them three thousand years to get here. They're worried about their star: it might flare and burn their world up. So they want to plant peaceful enclaves on other habitable worlds so they won't all be wiped out.”
 
   “Have they found other suitable planets?”
 
   “They don't know. They were in stasis so it seemed like an instant, and will take maybe hundreds of years to get in touch. Earth was the farthest one out, so the other ships have either succeeded or failed long ago. We may never know. But at least there'll be an enclave here on Earth, if the deal works out.”
 
   “Oh, I think it will, now, thanks to your brave effort.”
 
   “I just did what I had to do. I'd have been scared, without Nanny.”
 
   Patience nodded. “I have seen the effect. That goat has given our son back his life, when we thought it was hopeless.”
 
   “Yes. When there are more goats, we can save more children.”
 
   “A priceless gift. I'm sure the president will agree.”
 
   “And then the soldiers will help us instead of hurting us.”
 
   “Yes, the soldiers do obey the commander in chief.”
 
   After the meal they used the bathroom and yard for their needs, then Callie lay on Ira's bed while Nanny lay beside it, and they slept, touching.
 
   They woke at dawn. “It has happened,” Patience said. “The policy has been summarily reversed. Prentice, Ira, and the goat are on their way home. Meanwhile I will take you to your home, as your folks have been released with apologies.”
 
   Patience drove them to the Stevenson's house. The others were all there, camped out on floors, waiting on their arrival. “You did it!” Sam exclaimed, hugging them both. “Complete reversal of policy within 24 hours. The soldiers are now helping. But part of the deal is that this isn't to be advertised. That not only protects the enclave from intrusions, it saves the government embarrassment. Win-win.”
 
   “Win-win,” Callie echoed, pleased.
 
   Patience shook hands with Linda. “I know my son Ira will want to visit Callie, and of course the goats will have business establishing the enclave. I hope we can make arrangements.”
 
   “I'm sure we can,” Linda agreed.
 
   That was just the beginning of a busy time.
 
   


  
 

Epilogue
 
   “Oh my goodness!” Callie Covert exclaimed. “Dear, you must see this!” She pointed to the screen.
 
   Her husband Ira looked. So, of course did their goats. And their children. It was a signal from what was considered to be local space, coming to the enclave receiver. News of another caprine enclave, established on a planet about a hundred light years distant. It had been set up while Buck's ship was still in stasis flight, and the signal had in effect followed the ship. So it was century old news, but also new news now that it had caught up to them.
 
   Twenty years later. The local enclave now had over a hundred goats doing Service, and more being generated. The enclave was still largely secret, to prevent alienophobic intrusions, but the Service Goats themselves were highly successful around the world. To have one was almost a badge of aristocracy. But they were assigned according to the need and according to each individual goat's preference; if one sniffed a prospective human being and did not like it, there was no assignment. Once a Service team was made, the human benefited substantially, but also became part of the conspiracy of silence, never letting on to others about the alien connection. To the general public these were merely specially bred highly trained animals, the elite of Service Creatures.
 
   Nanny and her companions had bred, and Callie and Ira now had two of their kids as mature Service Goats. They would rotate out soon to have their own kids, but Callie and Ira would always have the help they needed. Nanny and Two were not gone; they were still at the enclave, doing their reproductive duty; they lived as long as humans did, but could not limit themselves to single people any more. So their kids were being trained in, and their grandkids would follow in due course. All the goats knew Callie and Ira, and any would serve if needed. They were all friends.
 
   They quickly notified the other members of the close knit group: Sterling and Linda, Ben and Venus, Sam and Isabel, and York. All were connected to the Service Goat reservation, facilitating introductions and demonstration displays, so that those in serious need would know where to apply. It was a highly successful enterprise, and also a viable enclave, ready to send a mission to space if that were ever needed. So far, telescopic surveying of the Caprine home planet indicated that its sun remained stable, so there was no need. Yet. But of course their news of that was a thousand years old. Still, word of the second enclave was an occasion for joy. For all that it had to remain secret, just as the real news of the Earth enclave was secret from all but a few humans. It seemed ironic that the greatest story of the century was unknown.
 
   Meanwhile Ira and Callie were happily married and had two normal children who loved the goats. Ben and Venus, now legitimately married, had teenage children who also participated. They remained one big happy wider family, all dedicated to the welfare of the enclave. Sometimes Callie marveled at how the disaster that had blinded and orphaned her could have led to such happiness and success for both herself and the Caprine Enclave. Could she go back in time and intervene to save her parents and her own sight, thus missing Nanny and the rest, would she do so? It was an uncomfortable question whose answer she was unable to make. Not even with a herd of goats to help.
 
   


  
 

Author's Note
 
   I was expecting to be at work on a collaborative novel in June, 2016, but my collaborator had a problem that delayed it. Rather than twiddle my thumbs waiting, something I'm not good at, being a workaholic, I filled in with a story. Correspondent Mary Rashford, who has six disabilities and uses highly trained Service Dogs, sent an essay she wrote defining the ideal qualities of such dogs. That reminded me of an idea I had first summarized in January 2013 and filed in my voluminous Ideas file, “Service Goat.” I was raised on a goat farm in Vermont in the 1940s and have always liked goats, so a notion like this was natural for me. If dogs can do it, why not goats? Goats are nice folk when you get to know them. But I'm a science fiction and fantasy writer, so a fantastic element was bound to come in. I save the frequent ideas I get, and when the occasion comes to use them, I dust them off and they become aspects of novels or stories in themselves. Now, three years later, seemed to be the time for this one. I started writing it, expecting to break it off at any time for the collaboration; this was just a fill-in project. 
 
   The collaborative delays continued, and I continued writing. The story developed muscles and expanded to novelette length, and finally became a full 30,000 word novella. Okay; this sort of thing happens. So I wrote this at a time when I hadn't expected to, and it become more than it started. Writing can be like that. Characters tend to take on larger identities and do their own things regardless of the author's preferences, and stories can get ambitious for more. 
 
   There can also be hangups, such as the math: just when was that other caprine enclave established? 80 years before the Earth enclave, or 120 years, or some other time, being in another direction? I think the first, but...
 
   Even syntax: a proofreader challenged “And none of them is saying a word...” correcting “is” to “are.” But “none” is the abbreviation of “no one” or “not one” and thus is singular. But spot research indicates that for centuries the plural use has been more common. So do I go with what is technically correct, or what is actually used? Since this occurs in dialogue, I decided to go with actual use. Not that anyone cares.
 
   This was an interesting time for me personally, as I was in the throes of a soft diet, having had all my remaining upper teeth out in August 2015 and implants put in, which needed time to heal before being used for chewing. Meanwhile I used an uncomfortable temporary denture, largely for appearance, as trying to bite down on any anything hard could be painful. The day for my new upper denture was finally approaching: June 23, 2016, which happened also to be my wife's and my 60th wedding anniversary. So if portions of this story seem insufficiently chewed, that must be why. This was also the time of the worst gun massacre in US history, the murder of 49 patrons of a gay bar in Orlando, Florida. I try not to preach in my fiction, but I wish there were more tolerance, or a constitutionally safe way to keep the guns out of the hands of the nuts and bigots who are all too eager to use them for mayhem. Maybe if everyone had a stabilizing Service Goat it would be a better world. 
 
   This novella was proofread by Scott M Ryan and Anne White. My website is www.hipiers.com/, where I have a monthly personal column, information on my novels, and maintain an ongoing survey of electronic publishers with candid feedback from authors who use them. So if you want to know more about me, that's where to look. No, we don't keep goats, but if friendly alien Caprines landed on our Florida tree farm tomorrow, we'd be seriously tempted. 
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   Piers Anthony is one of the world’s most prolific and popular authors. His fantasy Xanth novels have been read and loved by millions of readers around the world, and have been on the New York Times Best Seller list many times. Although Piers is mostly known for fantasy and science fiction, he has written several novels in other genres as well, including historical fiction, martial arts, and horror. Piers lives with his wife of 60 years in a secluded woods hidden deep in Central Florida.
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