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It was going to
be a two moon tide, washing all the way up the beach and over
Mercury's sunbathing spot. Sitting up on her elbows, she looked
down at the waves breaking on the black sand down the slope, then
to the horizon, where a milky figure of eight low in the sky was
one moon passing before the other.

Mercury's hair and
skin had taken on the glossy black- flecked with occasional glints
of yellow and white- of the volcanic sand. As she sat up, her skin
fazed to a golden brown, though her hair remained the same pitch
black. She blinked a few times, and the black of her eyes shrunk
back so the whites, and a brown iris, could be seen again.

It was time to go
back to the ship. A day spent in such a beautiful spot wasn't
exactly wasted, but it was another day where the promised contact
hadn't been made. Standing, Mercury stretched her long, naked body.
She swiped flecks of black sand off her shoulders and buttocks and
turned to pick up the wisps of fabric that made up the clothing she
had discarded earlier.

The bikini top and
bottom had disappeared. The incredibly tough, if deeply unsexy,
moccasins had been left behind, but her clothes had gone. They were
light and minimalist, it was true, but she had put them under the
shoes especially so they wouldn't blow away. For a long, confused
moment, she didn't even notice the arrow scraped into the sand and
pointing to the tree line. Footprints that weren't hers led off in
the direction the arrow pointed.

Her clothes had
been stolen, and they had been no more than an arm's length away
all afternoon. Mercury had trained long and hard to be sneaky, and
to be able to tell when others were sneaking near her, but she had
completely missed the person who had stolen her bikini. She smiled.
On this beach, on this planet, at this time, there was only one
person her panty thief could be. The person she had come to meet
was ready to make contact.

First, Mercury had
to track him, as the arrow invited her to. She reached down for the
moccasins and only now noticed the blue glow enveloping her hands.
She had turned her field gloves on unconsciously as soon as she had
realised something was amiss. With a thought, she turned them off
again.

As the energy
field around her hands dissipated, Mercury could feel the familiar
itching of the field gloves' circuitry just under her skin. For
most of her training, the gloves had been real gloves, which could
be taken off at the end of a long day and were less likely to rip
apart her hands if she made a mistake. There had still been broken
fingers and field burns, of course, but that had all been part of
the learning process. To have passed and be deemed worthy of
bearing fully implanted field gloves was a great honour.

Mercury pulled on
the moccasins and the smart material, which only looked and felt
like leather, tightened to fit smugly over her feet. They would
provide extra grip on slippery surfaces and protect her soles from
spikes and needles. Not taking the shoes but leaving her naked was
a cheeky way of implying no harm was intended when she followed the
arrow into the trees.

Marking the
furthest reach of a two moon high tide, wrapped and intertwined
roots formed a thigh high wall. Mercury found a root elbow that
jutted out and used it as a step to boost herself up. There was
grass here, of a sort, pushing up through the dark earth. It was
sparse right on the edge of the sea wall, but thicker clumps were
well established further back, particularly around the bases of the
trees.

They were palm
trees, or very close relatives. Before landing on the island,
Mercury had only ever seen photographs of them in histories of old
Earth and brochures from terraformed oasis planets. They were
bigger than she had expected. She couldn't get her arms around the
base of the nearest trunk, and she had long arms. Rather than
growing straight up, these palms started out at angles before
bending along their lengths to point upwards.

On a whim, Mercury
jumped onto the nearest trunk and ran and scrambled as far up it as
the grip of the moccasins would allow. She rested against the trunk
and looked around, scanning for signs of movement. She had a better
view of the steeps sides of the partially active volcano that had
formed the island and dominated its centre, but not of anything
else. The additional height actually restricted her view of the
forest. Looking down, the ground was obscured by leaves and foliage
that would have been above eye level from below. She slid and
scampered her way back down the trunk.

Whilst she had
been in the tree, Mercury's skin and hair had changed colour again.
Now they were splashed with the dark browns and deep greens of the
foliage she was heading into. The jagged patterns broke up
Mercury's shape as she walked into the shade of the forest. They
moved across he body in reaction to her surroundings. When she
stopped and stepped back under a tree, she became all but
invisible. Careful study would reveal her to a viewer, but a casual
glance would never know she was there.

There was a path
wandering further into the trees. It was the obvious route to
follow, so Mercury looked around for signs it had been bypassed.
She could see none, so she started moving parallel to the existing
path, crouching and sneaking from the cover of one bush or trunk to
the next.

Something was
moving up ahead. Mercury slid down to a crouch behind the trunk of
a palm and waited. The rustling and, she noted, breathing, were low
to the ground. Not the sorts of sounds made by a sneaking person,
she was sure, but she held her position as they approached.

A small, brown,
pig-like creature trotted around a bend in the path. It stopped and
sniffed the air, then made a squeaky grunt and moved on. Three
smaller piglets appeared, bumping into each other and tumbling over
roots and stones, and followed.

Mercury didn't
encounter any more wildlife as she moved deeper into the forest.
She did have the sense that there was someone else out there,
watching her, but she could never spot a movement or a shape that
confirmed her suspicion. The foliage thickened, and for a short
distance she was forced onto the path. Then, as it became more open
again, she could hear running water up ahead.

The trees were
further apart, the grass clumps less dense and the vines and thorn
coated creepers retreated as the forest opened onto the bowl of
land surrounding a small lake. Directly across the lake from where
Mercury stood, a waterfall fed the lake. Somewhere, the water would
flow out again, but she could not see that from where she was.

There was less
cover now, it would be harder for Mercury to sneak along, waiting
for her prey to give itself away as it stalked her. She didn't
move, slowly looking around, searching for her next hiding spot,
and trying to spot theirs.

Down near the
water there was a shape, partially hidden by rocks. A figure
perhaps, its outline and colour didn't quite match its
surroundings. As soon as she thought of it as out of place, Mercury
was dismissing it as too obvious. The shape was a distraction,
intended to take her attention away from something closer to hand.
But this realisation was too late, there was already an arm around
her chest, holding both of hers, and a blade formed by a field
glove at her throat.

"You're good." a
low but powerful voice said, "I lost you a couple of times on the
way here."

"You're better. I
never saw you at all."

"You have good
intuition. You looked through me several times, but at least you
were looking in the right direction." The blade blinked out of
existence with a light fizz and the strong arm released her. "Come,
let's go down to the water. I need to wash."

* * *

Unable to change
his skin colour the way Mercury could, the man she had been hunting
had stripped naked and coated himself in the mud and leaves of the
forest. When they reached the lake, he carried straight on into it
to wash his camouflage off. Mercury paddled up to her knees in the
surprisingly warm water and washed away the mud she had collected
during the hunt. She let her skin return to its earlier tanned
shade, but kept the deep brown tint of her hair.

The naked man swam
to the middle of the lake, then back again until he was in water up
to his waist. Here, he scrubbed off all the muck and mulch that was
left to remove. By now, Mercury had walked up the beach to sit by
the shape that had distracted her. It turned out to be a blanket
laid over packs. When Mercury sat down, she noticed the blanket
moving. A short, ovoid shape, pointy end down with four legs
protruding from it, pushed the blanket aside with extending pincers
and walked out. It had a display covering the dome of its top,
which now took on the aspect of big eyes staring up at Mercury. It
turned, reached back under the blanket, and pulled out her bikini
top and bottoms.

Mercury accepted
the offered clothing, but didn't move to put it on.

Satisfied that he
was clean enough, the man walked out of the lake, and Mercury
studied him as he approached. He looked younger than she knew he
was, he must have undergone a rejuvenation recently. He was wide
shouldered, with tightly defined, but not over large, muscles. As
he drew closer, more of his body was revealed, and Mercury waited
with her breath held, to see what was between his legs. He was, as
she had hoped, very well hung. His endowment was legendary, and
sometimes legends were embroidered and enhanced in the retelling.
"You really are Handrik Lunarson." Mercury said as he reached the
shore.
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